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Finally, to a former student, Dallas Schumacher. As a senior, his comment, “Dietz, just do it. What the crap—if you want to write, write!” inspired me to try my hand at writing.
Before Work
The clock on the nightstand was set for 6:30 a.m., just as it was for every weekday morning. The red LED display slowly and patiently added one to the minute count; the numbers were slightly distorted by the lenses of the glasses sitting in front of the clock. 5:55 a.m.
Michael Norris knew this because he was awake, lying on his side, and facing the clock. He saw the numbers through his half-closed eyelids. Give or take a minute, he was always awake half an hour before the alarm went off; for him, the alarm clock was a formality. His body’s internal clock was long used to getting him up early. Today was no different in terms of being awake, but rather than getting out of bed and starting the day, he didn’t rouse himself from his comfort. Instead, he continued to lie there, covered in three layers: a thin sheet, a blanket, and a bedcover on top of him.
From under the covers, he felt the built-up and trapped heat from his body, insulated from the cooler air of the bedroom. The heat felt good, and Michael pulled the bedcover tighter to his neck to retain the warm air for a bit longer. The room temperature was its usual sixty-four degrees, set to conserve electricity and the heating bill. That was all right for him. He preferred temperatures in the sixties; he slept more soundly with cooler air in the room. But this morning, the warmth in the bed seemed much more comfortable. To him, it was one of the signs that perhaps he was coming down with the flu or was, more generically, just feeling under the weather.
So with that possibility in mind, the thought of another thirty-odd minutes in bed seemed like a good thing. A luxury, he thought, a luxury he was rarely afforded, though the time also brought out old memories. Memories of the same room, the same bed, but with shared warmth and togetherness, rather than the solitude he enjoyed at the moment.
Two years ago, it would’ve been different. He would have felt the warmth of Elizabeth against his back, her arm around him holding him close, and the shared heat of two bodies against one another would’ve kept him sleepy and only half-awake until the alarm went off. The warmth—really, the love—would’ve been noticed, but not totally appreciated. Now, a year after her death, Michael would’ve traded almost anything he owned or possessed for five minutes of intimacy and a chance to tell his Elizabeth how much those first moments in the morning meant to him, how much they meant since they were now nothing but memories.
***
Michael and Elizabeth Norris married after dating for three years. Within a year they had a son, Donald, and two years later the family expanded again with the birth of Sue, a baby daughter. It was a perfect family; other than the usual complaints of weather or bills or tiny peccadilloes, he wouldn’t have changed anything for the world. He enjoyed teaching, helping prepare students for life beyond high school and hopefully for college, and Elizabeth loved her music studio, teaching piano and vocal lessons each afternoon. The children were happy, polite, and doing well in school, both with reading and doing math, but also in being friendly and nice to schoolmates. Nine years flew past so quickly that each time he reflected on it, it seemed like one of those old films where they showed a calendar and the days blew off from a mysterious wind.
Then Elizabeth felt the discomfort and found the lump under her right breast. She went to the doctor immediately, and they confirmed there was cancer in her breast. But worse, with the examination they learned the breast tumor was not the cancer of origin. The cancer was in her lung and her liver. They traveled to see specialists in Kansas City and then the Mayo Clinic, but the diagnosis was the same: the cancer was terminal. With treatment, Elizabeth would have eight months to a year; without treatment, she would have no more than six months.
What a choice. Six months with minimal pain, or twice that with vomiting, chemotherapy, and suffering. Was an extra six months of life worth the additional suffering, whether it was Elizabeth’s personal pain, the medical expenses, or the potential nightmare of the kids’ memories of their mother? Would they always think of her as a bald, emaciated, suffering woman rather than the vibrant, charming woman who loved them with her heart and soul?
Michael and Elizabeth discussed the decision, cried over it. Elizabeth decided she wanted to die with dignity, rather than extend everyone’s suffering. Six months later, Elizabeth died at home, quietly, lying on her side of the bed. The family was all there: both sets of grandparents, Michael’s brother, Elizabeth’s sister, and the children.
She had faded into unconsciousness two days earlier. Her last words, spoken in a shaky whisper to Michael, were, “I love you. I’m sorry for all this, but I love you so much.” She squeezed his hand, firmly, with surprising strength for a woman on her deathbed—and squeezed for what seemed like hours before the grip gradually loosened, her eyes closed, and she lost consciousness for the final time. All he had been able to do was squeeze her hand back and hold her gaze with his own eyes; he couldn’t work his voice, unable to even choke out an “I love you” to his wife. He hoped then, and still hoped now, that she saw the phrase in his eyes, felt it in the warmth of his hand as she squeezed, as he sat with her there before she faded out.
***
The dull ache of Elizabeth’s absence was with Michael constantly in their house. His mother had suggested selling the house and moving closer to home, where he could have help with the children, and Elizabeth’s mother had made the same offer to him, though she had not been as direct in her offer as his mother had been.
Instead of accepting either offer, Michael and the children remained here, in the same house they had lived in from the beginning. For him, the reminders of Elizabeth’s absence were more tolerable when he balanced his sorrow with the happy memories of her laugh, the meals, and all of the wonderful moments they had shared as a couple and as a family.
He breathed deeply, tasting the coolness of the air, and exhaled warm air slowly. He opened one eye again and focused through the fog of half-sleep at the clock. 6:05.
He loved southwestern Kansas, but mornings were horrible. He had grown up in Illinois, at the eastern end of the Central Time Zone. There, the sun rose early and it started becoming light before six. That made waking up easy and natural for him. Southwestern Kansas, though, was the far western end of the time zone, and the sun rose much later than it did in Illinois. Six a.m. was always dark, and in January and February, darkness didn’t lift until at least seven or seven-thirty. It meant turning on lights and greeting the day through the cold, yellow light of the dresser lamp and then the bathroom lights.
Michael heard the wind rattling outside the bedroom window, gusting with force. He knew it was blowing from the west and what was causing the rattle. The utilities meter was installed on the south side of the house, and each month when the meter reader checked the unit he sealed the display with a tag listing his name and the date inspected. When the wind blew from the west, which happened on most days during the cold plains winters, the tag blew and flapped against the metal unit. Once he was aware of the rattling, sleep was impossible for Michael—always had been, and he figured it always would be. It was a sign he should get out of bed and start staggering into the day.
Still, he hesitated. The bed’s warmth was comforting and seductive in its call for him to go back to sleep, even with the rattle. The thump on the ceiling of his and Elizabeth’s bedroom changed his mind, sounding like a sack of potatoes dropped onto a floor from a good height. It wasn’t an unfamiliar sound. Indeed, the room-shaking thump was comforting in a way. Donald was awake upstairs and starting his own daily routine.
***
Donald was eleven and in sixth grade. He was a big boy and always had been. At birth, Elizabeth had gone through twenty hours of labor before the doctors decided to perform a Caesarean section. Michael remembered sitting at Elizabeth’s head as the procedure was done and the obstetrician’s comment as Donald was removed: “Oh wow, there was no way he was coming out normally.” When they weighed him, Donald was twelve pounds and four ounces. That evening, as a newborn, he even arched his back and turned his head independently without assistance from the nurses; he was as strong as he was big.
As a toddler, Donald was bigger than other children, and Michael was happy with that. As a child himself, he had been small and sickly at times, so he had been picked on and became horribly shy. Donald had no such problems—yet even with his size, he was no bully. He had inherited or developed a personality similar to his mother’s; Donald was everyone’s friend, whether they were athletes or not, boys or girls, smart or not.
So now at age eleven, Donald was five-foot-three and weighed somewhere between one twenty and one thirty. It seemed as though with every blink of an eye, he was growing taller and bigger. The only downside was that Donald still had not grown completely into his body. Then again, he thought, that wouldn’t happen until after puberty, when he finally stopped growing. He was curious about that, but didn’t know how to talk about it with Donald. Instead, he tried to look for clues in his son’s behavior or, when next to him, by looking at his upper lip to see if there was hair. So far, the answer was no.
Michael heard the thud-thud of Donald moving from his bedroom to the bathroom, where he would now brush his teeth and throw some water on his hair so it would settle down. After he was done with his teeth and hair, Donald would use the toilet and then come downstairs to get a bowl of cereal and a glass of juice. He was still amused by Donald’s routine, primarily the trip downstairs. He issued a weekly reminder for his son to be quiet when coming downstairs, but no matter how hard he tried, it always sounded like a grown man had been thrown down the stairs. He sighed. How can anyone fault a young boy for having too much energy, for being responsible enough to wake up and get ready on his own? If the price for that sort of maturity was living with the sounds of stampeding cattle in the morning, it was a small price to pay.
Michael heard the water draining from the upstairs toilet and looked over at the clock. 6:11. Really, with Donald, he could stay in bed until just before school and everything would be fine; Donald would be prepared for the day.
Sue was different.
For a brief moment, he thought back to a comment his grandfather had made while Elizabeth was pregnant with Donald. Grandpa Haase was in his eighties, a smart man who had missed out on an education because of the Second World War, but it had not destroyed his natural insights or intelligence. Sitting in the Haase house, Grandpa Haase looked over at Michael and Elizabeth, slapped his knee, and spoke out of nowhere: “Mikey, there’s an old blessing and curse. It goes: ‘May your children grow up to be just like you.’ Appreciate your parents when you are in that position and what they did for you.”
While Donald’s personality had developed similar to Elizabeth’s, Sue was indebted to her father for her personality and quirks. Among those was a predilection for sleeping in. She was many wonderful things, but she was in no way a morning person. When she woke, she was quiet and didn’t like talking or being bothered until she was good and ready. When she reached that point, she’d let you know it.
It didn’t help that she was stubborn, too. Michael considered Grandpa Haase’s words and wondered whether, as an eight year old, he had been as stubborn as Sue. Perhaps, he thought. I need to ask Mom about that. He carried the thought further, thinking about the stories he had heard about Mom as a young girl, her temper and stubbornness. Yes, Grandpa, you were right. Children do turn out like the parents. He hoped the two children had picked up the better traits rather than the ones he disliked and wanted to change about himself.
He reached over and turned off the alarm, feeling for the switch rather than looking for it. On the stairs, he heard the thump-thump of Donald’s feet as he hit every stair, skipping only the last one, landing in what Michael knew would be a broad-jump stance. It was definitely time to get moving, a realization reinforced by the cold air touching his body after he had pushed the covers aside while reaching for the alarm.
With a kick of his legs, he pushed aside the bedcover, the blanket, and sheet, and the cold air rushed in and surrounded him, like piranhas on meat. Using his elbow as a prop, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and sat there for a moment, trying to build enough energy to move on to the next task of the day. He yawned and pushed in against both eyes using his thumb and forefinger, trying to rub the burn of early morning away and clear the sleep crusties at the same time. The yawn was a large one; today was going to be a long, tiring day. It had that feeling about it.
Hopping up onto his feet, he shuffled to the half-filled closet and considered the assorted clothes it contained. He didn’t turn the room light or the closet light on and instead grabbed a shirt from a hanger and then a pair of slacks, tossing them on the bed. The shirts on the hangers were all white, button-down collared shirts with only sleeve length to distinguish them. Michael wore the short-sleeved shirts until September and brought them out again in May. Otherwise, he wore the long-sleeved shirts; if it grew too warm, he would fold the sleeves up until they were an inch above the elbow.
The color of slacks didn’t matter to him, either. They were all dark colors, whether black, brown, or navy blue, so the clothes always wound up in an appropriate combination.
His casual clothes were on shelves in the wide closet. It made it easy to distinguish between work and home clothes, a distinction that seemed important for him to make, though he didn’t understand why it seemed so vital. Most of the casual clothes were polo shirts and some sweatshirts, with folded jeans below them on the lower shelf. He tried to keep these clothes organized, too. Having everything in the same spot made it easier to know where to find things. More practically, it also signaled when he needed to get his butt in gear and do laundry. In that regard he was fine for the moment, with a relatively ample supply of clean work and casual clothing. Laundry, he thought, can be put off until Sunday afternoon, then.
Michael heard a couple of footsteps outside the bedroom door. He paused for a second, listening to what was going on. There was a brief moment of silence followed by a tapping on the door, a light knocking meant to draw attention, but not so hard as to startle someone. “Dad? Dad?” Donald was inquiring into the room, his voice just a notch louder than a whisper. “Are you awake?”
Michael rubbed his eyes again. “I’m awake. Already getting dressed.”
“Okay, I was just making sure. I didn’t want us to be late for school.”
“Just make sure you’re ready, hey?”
“I will be.” Even without seeing him, Michael could visualize the rolled eyes.
***
Michael moved back over to the bed, undid the top two buttons on the shirt, and slid it from the hanger. Rather than unbuttoning the shirt all the way, he took the shirt, put his arms in, and put the shirt over his head as if it was a sweater or T-shirt. It was just easier than unbuttoning and re-buttoning everything; perhaps it was a way for him to rebel against the conventional world around him.
With the shirt on, he then turned the collar up so the pointed corners brushed his jaw line. He could’ve done this later on, when it was time to put on a tie, but doing it now was part of his morning routine. He now re-buttoned the two undone buttons—they allowed him to slide his head through the neck hole—but left the third and final one, the choker, undone. The choker was the top button, and no matter what style of shirt he purchased, the top button always cut into his neck and made it feel like his air supply was impeded. Because of that, on most days, once he was at school, he would undo the top button as soon as regular classes started. It was a mannerism his first hour students sometimes teased him about, generally in a good-natured way.
With the shirt on and all but the top button closed, Michael grabbed his slacks. He thought they were navy blue, though he wasn’t sure in the dark. He flicked his wrists and the two legs snapped and untangled themselves in front of him. With a pull on the sides of the slacks, he pushed his feet into the legs, and, after having done so, stood up to zip and button his fly.
As a young boy, he remembered playing in Little League one summer—the summer started off badly, with the team losing its first three games. The coach, a tall but stocky college student named Danny—Michael couldn’t remember his last name anymore, but remembered he got married after the season and went to Newfoundland for his honeymoon, the odd things from the past you remember—Danny had taken them out to left field after the third loss, a 16-0 pasting by Pizza Hut or Happy Joe’s or somebody and questioned the team’s desire to win. Danny added important words of wisdom: “They’re just like us. They put their pants on one leg at a time.”
From that day on, Michael consciously started putting both legs in at the same time. He would be different, never the same, and as a teen, he sometimes smiled at random points, thinking about his secret unfair advantage. After that the team didn’t lose again, even winning the city championship. Some thought the secret was the pitching of Bobby Howton, but Michael knew better: the secret was in the pants.
After it became a habit, it felt odd, different, and generally not right to put pants on just one leg at a time. It carried over into adulthood. Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at his habit initially, but was able to get past it. After all, if you loved someone, how they put their pants on was a minor matter, just as long as they made sure they did have them on!
The pants felt a little loose, so he grabbed his belt from a small hook beside the closet. The belt was simple and black, with a plated gold buckle and prong. As he grabbed the belt, he felt the worn front of his slacks, searching for the fly. He was fond of his old, worn belt, but he was also proud that he was now using the fifth and final hole of the belt, rather than the second hole from the end. If he lost any more weight around his belly, he would need to purchase another belt.
The weight loss was intentional as well as unintentional. When Elizabeth got sick, the family started eating better foods, limiting the snack foods and other things she couldn’t have. It was amazing what eliminating a handful of chips eaten here and there throughout an afternoon did for a person’s weight. He also came to a practical, but rather depressing, conclusion. Given that her death was inevitable, he had to make sure he remained healthy enough to provide for the children. What would happen if he keeled over from a heart attack brought on by junk food and fats on top of the stress of the situation? So Michael started light exercise, sometimes just paying attention to little things like taking the stairs in buildings rather than riding in elevators. Of course, the other part of the weight loss was the stress. Caring for Elizabeth and being with her every minute possible had occupied all of his thoughts; there was no time for hunger. Hunger was simply a feeling which took time away from him being with Elizabeth—and time was irrevocably running out.
Once it was over, the reduced food intake had become routine, a habit, and Michael just didn’t go back to eating as much. He rarely, if ever, ate breakfast. Worse, he considered with some amusement, was the situation the kids were in. They didn’t have Mom’s home-cooking anymore; instead, they had Dad, a microwave, and Cooking for Dummies. They survived, and didn’t complain much, but they would never leave good food unappreciated later in life—there was no question about it.
He sat back on the bed and pulled his socks on. The socks were thin fabric, synthetic fibers which retained little warmth during winter months. The plain black socks were tall, coming to mid-calf, tall enough so even when they sagged, anyone focusing on his legs would see sock and not naked skin.
He turned his head and glanced at the clock. It was close to six-thirty. Once he put his shoes on, he would need to go upstairs and start the process of waking Sue—a slow, agonizing process which culminated daily in her rushing about as they were preparing to walk out the door and forgetting something, whether it was lunch, a book, or occasionally even her homework. He loved Sue, but he didn’t especially look forward to this morning ritual.
The shoes were the standard, all-black Florsheim shoes. They didn’t really change much from generation to generation and to Michael they looked exactly like every other pair of black shoes he had ever owned. First with the right, and then the left foot, he stuck his index finger inside at the heel and pulled back as his foot slipped into the shoe. Much like with the shirt buttons; it was just easier to slip the shoes on and off each day rather than constantly tying and retying the shoes with their short plastic laces.
He stood once again, shoes and pants on and his shirt untucked. Reasonably dressed and prepared, he opened the bedroom door, which led into the little hall next to the main floor’s bathroom and the stairs leading up to the kids’ rooms. Past the hall, the dining room and the sweeping arch on the right lead to the family room. To the left of the hall and dining room was the kitchen.
The kitchen was the life center of the Norris home. In the morning, everyone got ready for the day there, packing lunches and eating breakfast. After school, the kitchen served as the homework center for both children, conveniently placing them near the pantry and fridge for snacks. Of course, Michael also fixed dinner there, did the dishes, and did his own grading and the bill-paying there after Donald and Sue went to bed. As he stood in the hall, Michael heard a spoon clank in a bowl and the muffled crunches of a boy putting too much cereal in his mouth at once; no need to see it to know what was going on.
He stood there for a brief moment before heading onto the stairs and towards Sue’s room to wake her up. He moved quickly up the stairs, skipping none of the stairs as he went. Unlike Donald, he hit each step with the balls of his feet, pushing off lightly on each stair until he reached the top and moved down the upstairs hallway towards the kids’ rooms.
The hall was empty, spotless, cleaned last night by the children. The hall upstairs had served as a place for the kids to play without being disturbed by either a mom or dad for a long time. The hazard was that in the dark, the hallway turned into a dangerous minefield of sharp toys for bare feet. Of course, only Michael stepped on the toys; neither child ever stepped on them in the night. Every so often, though, the clutter grew unbearable for him, so he had the kids clean it. Like all kids, they hated cleaning, but once they started, his kids did the job the right way. It was just getting them to start cleaning—or any other chore, for that matter—that was rough.
Sue’s door was open, and through the doorway he heard the contented sounds of a sleeping little girl breathing through her mouth. The breaths were regular and deep, and Michael wondered what she dreamed about. Would she remember the dream after he woke her in just a few seconds?
He hesitated. Why not let her sleep longer? So peaceful. No, he told himself, it’s time for school. The urge to give in gnawed at him, not because he was lazy, but because it was his daughter and he loved her and had a compelling urge to spoil her. She was Daddy’s girl, and still would be fifty years from now.
He stopped at the door and looked in. Her room was a mess with dolls strewn all around the room, but the bed was orderly. She lay there on her side facing the door, completely covered by a heavy comforter from the neck down. There was nothing as peaceful as the look of a sleeping child—it didn’t matter if it was his own child or someone else’s. Sleeping children just seemed so… so angelic.
Now he noticed the smell of the room: a mild flowery odor a bit like the smell of roses. He knew the source: the bottle of perfume on her clothes dresser. The perfume was a gift from Elizabeth’s mother to show Sue’s growing up. Sue liked the thought of being “grown up” and applied the perfume for special occasions. Sometimes it was special just by being Monday, and once it had been special because they were playing Frisbee baseball in gym class. Michael helped teach Sue how much perfume was appropriate. Sue didn’t always get the amount right, but she tried, and just like with everything else, it was good enough for her daddy.
Walking quietly over to the bed, he reached down and brushed her hair gently. “Sweetie,” he whispered soothingly. “Sweetie…” he repeated, drawing out the second syllable. “It’s time to get up. Time for school.”
An incoherent stream of words came from the sleeping girl. He didn’t need to hear the words clearly to know them; he knew them by heart. “Dad, I’m tired. I don’t want to get up.”
He pulled down the comforter and felt the cool air move in quickly. He touched Sue’s shoulder and started shaking it gently, “C’mon Sue, rise and shine. It’s six-thirty; time to get dressed.”
She grunted and furrowed her eyebrows as she opened her eyes and looked up at her father. She took both arms out from under the covers Michael had not pulled down and put them over her head with the palms flat against the wall and arched her body, stretching to shake the sleepiness from her and start her day.
He was thankful in a small way. It had been an easy morning waking her. No real fight or total unwillingness to start waking up. Sue was a stubborn young child; sometimes he was forced to physically pull her from the bed and stand over her like a probation supervisor while she got dressed. He had never been a probation officer, but somehow it was just the right sense of those mornings, fighting Sue to prepare for school.
Finishing her stretch, Sue rolled onto her side and sat up, her mouth wide open in a silent, slow-motion yawn as she rubbed at her eyes with the heels of her hands. “Daddy, you need to get out. I need my privacy to get dressed.” Though it came from a little girl, the simple statement carried the weight of a command, and he walked out of her room, grabbing the doorknob and pulling the door mostly shut behind him.
“Don’t dilly-dally, Sue. We want to get started with the day, right?”
“I know.”
Michael closed the door completely and started walking back down the hall to the stairs. Through the closed door though, he heard Sue yell for him, “Dad! Da-ad!”
“What is it?” he replied loudly, not quite a yell, from the head of the stairs.
“I don’t need lunch today. So don’t make me any unless you have already but if you have I’ll eat it tomorrow not today since I’m having school pizza okay?”
It was one long, rambling sentence, but he understood it all from the other end of the top floor. “Got it. I won’t make you anything.”
“Thanks, Daddy!”
He smiled and went back downstairs. As he went down the stairs, he turned up the collar of his shirt and finally buttoned the choker. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he stuck his head into the kitchen, “You getting ready bud?”
“Dad, what do you think?” was the reply, uttered through a mouth still filled with cereal.
“I think you shouldn’t talk with your mouth full.”
Donald smiled and mumbled agreement. Michael smiled back. “I’m going to go put my tie on. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.”
He turned and went back into the bedroom, going straight to his tie rack to select a tie. As he entered the room, he turned on the room light, awake enough now to withstand the brightness and not be so sensitive. Next to the room’s closet, screwed into the wall, he had a beige walnut tie rack which was supposed to hold sixteen ties, though he had two ties on each peg. Owning so many ties was his one fashion indulgence.
The ties were of all colors and designs, but most had graphics and images far from the simple and staid ties his father used to wear. There were certain ties with specific themes, such as a Three Stooges graduation tie and another with a bride and groom dancing. He wore that one for anniversaries and weddings. The others were everyday ties. Those included ties that were gifts from the kids: a Batman tie, a SpongeBob tie, as well as a Chicago Cubs tie and a tie-dye Grateful Dead monstrosity. He focused briefly on the Grateful Dead tie, wondering if perhaps it was the ugliest tie ever produced.
Perhaps, perhaps not. Unquestionably, it certainly is the ugliest tie I own, he thought to himself, adding, and today is not the day to subject kids to it. Michael reached past it for the tie designed to look like an American flag waving in an imaginary breeze. He took the flag in his hands and flicked it behind his head, gauging the ends in order to tie it quickly around his neck.
It wasn’t until he was fifteen that Michael Norris learned to really tie a tie. Before then, he always used a clip-on tie or had someone tie it loosely and then slip the tie over his head like a hangman’s noose before tightening it. At fifteen, while waiting for their turns with the photographer on school picture day, one of the other boys at school showed him how to do it himself, though he felt awkward and ashamed for not knowing how to do the necktie already. From that point on, he used the same method to do his necktie; he used it still.
When he finished the knot, the long front part dangled down just in front of the button of his pants. He turned down the shirt collar and felt behind his neck to make sure the collar covered the skinny part of his tie. The collar was a bit flimsy, nowhere near as stiff and starched as it probably ought to be, but where was the time to iron clothes or do more than just throw the whites in the washer?
Turning back towards the door, he now took the bottom of his shirt and tucked it in, working in a clockwise fashion. Michael Norris was now dressed and officially ready to start this day. At the same time, he heard sounds upstairs; miracle of miracles, Sue was awake and moving.
He went back out to the kitchen. Donald was still sitting there leaning over the table, his head perched above the bowl, spoon balanced between the lip of the bowl and his right hand. The cereal bowl was nearly empty with only a spoonful or two of milk remaining. Silently, he watched his son for a moment. In the kitchen, the silence was reciprocated. The only sounds were Sue’s movements from up above and the clock over the doorway between the kitchen and the rest of the house as the seconds clicked past.
Michael took a deep breath. “You okay, bud?”
“Yeah, just thinking.”
“Anything in particular?”
“Nah. Just thinking, Dad.”
He didn’t know if he should pursue the conversation any further. Did Donald have an issue which needed to be discussed? Something father-son, or related to being a boy on the verge of becoming a man? He wanted to help Donald, but he was afraid of making the wrong choice and making Donald somehow feel more awkward or self-conscious.
“Okay.” He paused. “You want anything in particular for lunch today? I’ll pack it for you.”
Donald sat upright and pivoted to face his father on the hard wood kitchen chair. “Nah, anything’s fine.” It was his son’s turn to pause and start again, “I guess I’d take peanut butter, if we’ve got some strawberry jelly with it.”
“Fair enough. PB&J it is.” He turned to the fridge and the counter, taking out the last of the loaf of bread, the peanut butter, and the jelly. As he did, he heard Sue’s running feet as she bounced down the stairs, jumping and landing with a thud at the bottom, a display of morning energy from her that surprised Michael.
Rather than coming into the kitchen with the boys, though, Sue’s footsteps led out to the family room. Michael turned back to finishing Donald’s sandwich, calling out to Sue in a loud voice, “Sweetie? Do you want peanut butter today?”
“No! It’s pizza day at school, Dad.”
Even at the other end of the house, he knew she was rolling her eyes, as if he should have known it was pizza day before he even asked the question. He should have; still barely awake himself, she’d already told him once about pizza day. It wasn’t the first time he’d missed something like it in the morning. “Do I need to send money along for your lunch card?”
“I don’t think so.”
He stopped the sandwich-making, leaving a Ziploc bag on the counter, and went over to the garage door where Sue’s school backpack hung from a coat hook. Her backpack was an adventure. As with most little girls, nothing was put in the bag in tidy fashion. There were drawings that just had to be saved, assorted pieces of candy, and two abused and beaten folders marked “home” and “sign and return” for her homework. In the front was a small zipped pouch. It was empty except for the school meal card—a paper card with holes punched in it to show how much money remained for buying lunches. A quick glance showed the card still had six dollars on it, enough for the next week or so. Sue’s lunch was set then, and Donald’s was almost ready.
He returned to the counter, put Donald’s sandwich in the baggie, and put the sandwich in a brown paper bag. He opened the drawer underneath the nearby countertop and pulled out a single-serving dish of peaches and a small can of Del Monte chocolate pudding. He put those in the bag with the sandwich. “Do you want a drink with this, Donald?”
“Nah, I’ll just get a milk at school, okay?”
“Fair enough.” He started walking towards the door to the living room and Sue. “Your lunch is ready on the counter. Make sure you’ve got everything you need, bud. Homework, papers, whatever.”
Michael went out to the living room. “Hey, you ready, sweetie?”
She was sitting in the old green couch, almost swallowed up by the soft back and cushions. “Yup. Just tired—but not sleepy, either, Daddy.”
“Do you feel okay?”
“Yeah. I just don’t want to have to go to recess with Carrie Sabbek.”
He knelt beside the couch. Carrie Sabbek was an almost-daily source of frustration for his daughter. Sabbek’s parents were rich and spoiled their children incessantly. They gave them anything they wanted, making up for time away from the kids on husband-wife vacations and their countless career-related business trips by purchasing love. In a big city, avoiding families like that was easy, but in a small town with small schools there was no way to avoid people; everyone knew everyone, and you had to deal with it as best as possible.
Michael talked with Sue a lot about the Sabbeks and why she needed to ignore Carrie and what she said or did. The talks didn’t do much to change things at school, or so he surmised. But it did help Sue deal with frustrations, and gave her a means of venting them so she could usually focus on the good things at school. She was too young to understand the bigger picture. Carrie had several older siblings and they were all pains in the butt. Carrie lashing out at Sue was directly related to her brothers and sisters (and the parents) disliking Michael as a teacher. “Sweetie, we’ve talked about that. Just don’t play with her. Play with other people.”
“I know, but she just got a new color Nintendo game, so everyone just wants to sit and watch her play with it at recess and not play kickball or tag, and I don’t want to sit and watch someone else play a videogame.”
“Then don’t. Can you play with kids from the other grades?”
“I guess, but they aren’t my friends, Dad.”
He eyed the clock on top of the bookshelf. It was quickly becoming time to leave for school. “I understand. You have to do what you think is right. Right?”
She nodded. He couldn’t tell in the twilight of morning whether she was ready to cry or not.
“Maybe if you play with those other kids, you can make some more friends. Maybe if some of your classmates see you playing without Carrie, they’ll be strong enough to do the same. What do you think you should do?”
“I don’t know. Probably play with the other kids. I just don’t want to watch somebody stupid playing stupid Nintendo games.”
“Then you have to go with what you really feel, sweetheart. I know you’ll make the right choice. I trust you.”
Sue rocked herself forward, struggling to free herself from the big, stuffed couch. Momentarily, she escaped, stood, and wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, Daddy. You’re the bestest daddy in the whole world.”
“Sue, there’s no such word as “bestest.”
“Yes, there is, Daddy.” She looked right at him, eyes locked with his. “It means best of the best.”
“Okay, I believe you. Now can we finish getting ready for school? It’s almost time to leave, and today is pizza day, right? We don’t want to be late for that!”
“Nuh-uh.” She broke her hug and ran to the kitchen. “I’ve gotta get my shoes on first, though.”
Michael stood back up and heard his right knee pop like a twig. Funny how it had never happened when he was younger. Now it happened so regularly that on a morning when it didn’t happen, he was surprised. The knee didn’t hurt or ache; it just popped—the human version of Old Faithful. He followed her out to the kitchen, but at a walk.
“Don, you got everything? Sue, everything?”
The questions were met with two affirmative responses. Of course, Michael now needed to make sure he had everything he needed for the day, but he also needed to do a mental check on the kids and whether they actually did have everything they needed.
He moved over to the kitchen sink, where he kept all of his vital stuff. To the left of the sink was a pile; for him it really was organized, even though no one else could tell there was a system to it. He grabbed one key ring and stuffed it into his left front pocket. He took his wallet from the pile, and with his right hand put the wallet in his back pocket, while reaching into the pile again with his left hand to grab the car keys.
Then he set the car keys down again and turned back to the counter by the refrigerator. “Crap, I forgot to make my lunch!”
“Dad!” Donald said, exasperated. “Do we have to remind you of everything?”
Michael quickly fished out the last of the bread, making his own peanut butter and jelly sandwich and putting it in a brown bag. He tossed in a fruit cup and a fork, and then grabbed a second fork. “Don, hey, here’s a fork for your lunch.” He tossed the fork over to his son, who caught it with both hands and stuck it in his own lunch bag.
He put everything back and tossed the knife into the kitchen sink. He would wash it later tonight along with the other dishes piling up over the past couple days. It was just difficult to stay on top of doing the dishes when there were still clean dishes remaining. It’s easy to rationalize putting off doing the dishes even when they stack up in the sink higher than the counter level. With the toss, the knife sank out of sight, dropping to the bottom of the sink with other silverware, under the plates and bowls.
“Okay, now we’re ready, right?” The question was rhetorical. “Head ’em up, and go get in the car you two. I’ll be out in just a sec.”
Donald and Sue grabbed their coats, moved to the garage door, and went out to the car. Michael grabbed the car keys, but headed back out to the living room. He scanned the room for a moment and saw a metallic reflection near the bookstand, the silvery color he was looking for: his cell phone. He moved over to the stand and leaned over his recliner to grab the phone with his free hand.
He flicked the phone open, checking to see if there was enough juice or if it needed recharging, but the phone was turned off. As he turned to head out to the kitchen and then the garage, he pressed the PWR/END button to turn the phone on and check its power. By the time he reached the kitchen, the phone display showed the power was a bit low. He decided he’d leave the phone in the car with the portable charger rather than taking it into the high school with him. Since each room had an intercom system which doubled as a phone, going a day without his cell phone wasn’t a problem—just a small possible inconvenience. He pushed the button again, turning the phone back off.
At the garage door, he grabbed his coat off the hook on the wall to the left of the door and slipped it on. It was a worn leather coat, soft with several years of continual wear. He wore it in spring and fall as it was, and during winter he zipped a liner into it and kept wearing it, so the coat was used eight or nine months each year. The brown had faded into a light tan color, but the leather felt so soft that Michael didn’t look forward to buying a replacement. He put his left arm in, then his right, and his right pushed a navy blue stocking cap out of the sleeve as his arm came through. The sleeve was a safe place to keep his hat and not have it walk off or disappear. He took the cap, put it on his head, and looked back into the kitchen for a second, checking one last time to make sure he had everything.
If anything was forgotten, it was going to stay forgotten today. He flicked off the lights for the kitchen, went into the garage, and pushed the garage door opener. He closed the kitchen door and, as the garage opened, climbed into the driver’s seat of the car. Donald was sitting beside him in the front seat, with Sue behind Donald in the back.
“You guys sure we have everything?”
“Yeah. You already asked like a billion times, Daddy.” That was Sue’s answer, from the back. Donald didn’t answer; he just kept looking out the window, intent on either nothing or something stored there in the garage. Michael chose to leave him to his thoughts again.
Putting the car into reverse, he glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard. 7:15. Right on time.
Before School
Until Elizabeth’s passing, there were two Norris family vehicles. Elizabeth had a 2001 Windstar, since she drove the kids to lessons and did a lot of the transportation and hauling during the week. After her death, there was no need for a second vehicle, so Michael sold her minivan. That left him with his car, a security blanket in many ways; it was an old, high-mileage, gray ’92 Saturn four-door. He had purchased the car long ago brand new; he remembered it only had seventy-three miles on the odometer at the dealership. It was his first major purchase after finishing his master’s and landing a job as adjunct faculty for Pratt Community College. That was in 1991.
Michael and his car had been through a lot together. A sideswipe by an uninsured driver in a big fifteen-person van took the driver’s side door panels off; an airborne jaunt when he fell asleep at the wheel on the Kansas Turnpike—thirty feet through the air, left him able to drive away with the only damage being the front wheels knocked out of alignment; and there was a honeymoon drive through the American and Canadian West. He even remembered Elizabeth’s water breaking just as she got into the car heading for a final checkup with her OB/GYN right before Donald’s birth. The accidents continued. Kansas was full of deer, making night driving dangerous. He’d hit one and it took out the driver-side mirror and door panels on his way back from a conference when Donald was one. He didn’t want to smack a second now, especially with kids in the car.
Since the purchase fourteen years ago, the car had rolled over 320,000 miles. The driver’s seat cushion was patched where the fabric had worn thin and torn, while the elbow rest on the driver’s side door had a divot and small crack from all the time Michael’s elbow had rested there. Most of the car parts had been replaced at least twice, but the car still got forty miles to the gallon on highways and thirty-five in cities. And with only one parent to support the kids now, there was no sense in purchasing a new car.
The kids didn’t mind the Saturn. It was the only car they had ever known him to drive. Besides, the car was a perfect size right now for the family. He drove and kept his seat all the way back to maximize leg room, which left very little space right behind the driver’s seat. Donald sat in the front next to him, as he was old enough to sit there safely if the airbag deployed. Sue sat behind her brother, where she had enough leg room and the airbag wasn’t a factor. It was a practical arrangement for longer trips to visit grandparents, as Sue would crash within a few minutes of hitting the highway, leaving Michael driving and Donald reading or just the two of them talking about the various things dads talk about with their ten- or eleven-year-old sons.
Most of the time spent in the old car, though, was spent doing the routine things of everyday life, whether going to the store or music lessons or just the drive to and from school. The drive took roughly fifteen to twenty minutes on the way into town and twenty to thirty on the way out—longer due to the rush of people, mostly moms, picking up their children after school. This was okay, as far as he was concerned, as the drive in seemed to build anticipation for the school day in Donald and Sue, and their morning conversations meandered through wacky ideas, odd thoughts, and excitement over what the day in school with their friends would bring.
On the drive home, the two children took turns telling about the big events and high drama of the school day, as well as letting Dad know what homework needed to be done that evening. Sometimes—actually, a whole lot of the time—the two lobbied to stop for pizza, either to eat there at the pizza place or to take it home. It was part of the routine, and sometimes he pretended to be exasperated and sick of pizza, but all three knew he didn’t mind stopping for pizza and liked the banter as much as they did.
He backed the car out of the driveway and onto the blacktop before shifting into Drive and heading south towards town and school. Their house was on a lot that previously had been owned by the farmer just over the crest of the hill to the east, a now-elderly gentleman named Pendergast. The area was perfect for Michael and Elizabeth, surrounded by woods and farm fields. It just seemed right to live here and start a family. Mr. Pendergast was even able to recommend a contractor who built a house just as they wanted it—improved it, even—and made it a dream house. It remained the perfect house for the family, even now. In that, he had no regrets.
Gradually, he pressed down on the accelerator, feeling the engine protest the sudden exertion in the cold air. Without even looking down, he reached over and cranked up the defogger, which immediately started blowing air hard against the inside of the windshield.
“Dad, that’s cold!” Donald said emphatically.
“It’ll warm up,” Michael replied.
Donald pulled his coat’s hood onto his head, pulling the drawstrings so little was visible except for his nose. His face secure, he linked the arms of his coat, extending his right arm into the left sleeve and his left into the right sleeve.
“Aren’t you overreacting?”
“No, Dad, it’s cold. I’m cold. I’m freezing.”
“Just be patient. It’ll be warm in one minute.” He glanced in the rearview mirror at Sue. She was enjoying the cold in her own fashion, her mouth wide and blowing hot air onto her passenger-side window, tracing drawings in the formed fog with her mitten, though he couldn’t see exactly what she was drawing. The only reply from the front passenger seat was a grunt. If he didn’t know better, he’d think the grunt was cynical.
As a country road, the speed limit was technically forty-five, but police never drove the back roads without probable cause. As a result, most drivers took county roads significantly faster than provided for by the law. He didn’t speed too much, limiting himself to fifty-five. For him, there was no sense in going faster, and when it was totally dark, he never sped and always used his brights. There was rarely traffic on the blacktop until he reached town proper. The exceptions were the expected times in the middle of America’s heartland: planting and harvest seasons. At those times, combines and harvesters used the roads; it was a problem because those machines were too wide to pass. It meant a slow drive behind the farm vehicle until it turned into another field or down another county road. When they’d moved to town, Michael had been impatient with the slow-driving farmers and the big vehicles, but now he accepted it—the nature of the beast of living in the country.
He looked to the east and the dark gray skies. The sun was low, blocked by the thick cloud cover, extending like a blanket across the sky into the western darkness, a solid cover that showed no sign of breaking—not today, at least. It was shaping up to be a gloomy day.
“Think it will snow today?” he asked, the question open for anyone’s answer.
“I hope so!” came the startlingly fast answer from the backseat. He looked in the rearview mirror. Sue was leaning forward in her seat, her sudden excitement at the mention of snow pushing her body forward, restrained only by her seatbelt. The words tumbled out fast at first, then faster, all without the need for a breath, “If it snows, we’ll get to build another snowman at recess, and it’ll be bigger than the last one that melted when it got warm the next day, and maybe Mrs. Cathie in the cafeteria will give us grapes for eyes and a carrot slice for a nose.”
There was a pause.
“Do you think it will snow, Daddy?”
Michael turned his head around and glanced back at Sue. Her worries about the Sabbek girl on the playground were now long forgotten. “I don’t know, but the sky sure is dark, so I’d guess it will.”
“I want snow, so they can cancel school,” Donald said. The hood had fallen back a bit, and Michael again saw his son’s facial features, though his hair was still hidden. His tone was assertive, perhaps an unconscious attempt to have the last word in the conversation.
“I don’t think that will happen. It’s more likely if we get ice or rain, and it’s too cold for that today.”
“That sucks.”
“No, it doesn’t. Snow would be cool, Donny. I want snow,” Sue declared.
“I don’t.”
“I do.”
Sensing the remainder of the conversation would be nothing more than brother-sister “do/don’t” banter, Michael intervened before it went any further. No sense dropping off kids who were cranky and in bad moods. “Enough, you two. And don’t say suck—all right?”
He didn’t say it with anger; both children understood where the line was for proper behavior. They stopped immediately, leaving the defogger still blowing at full blast and the wheels on the rough blacktop road as the only sounds in the car.
The loudness of the defogger in action now nagged at him, as did the deflected air bouncing off the windshield and hitting his eyes. The heat made him squint slightly, his eyes irritated by the dryness of the air. He reached down and flicked the power down to minimum and turned the knob off defogging to a mix of defog and floor heat. As he did so, Donald brought his hands out into the open once more; by nodding forward with his head against the headrest, he used the headrest to pull his hood back down, so all of his face and head were visible again.
With the defogger silent, the car was also silent. He enjoyed these moments of silence. They kept him sane in a house with two young children. They were rare, to be treasured wherever they appeared, whether it be after baths and bedtime or on the ride to school in the morning.
Silence used to bother Michael. To avoid silence, he would play the radio or put on a CD. At home, he would turn the television on and use it as background noise, even if he was reading, grading, or doing other work. That changed a few years ago, sometime after Donald was born. He didn’t remember exactly when, other than that it was before Sue joined the family. The change was inspired by a book he read during a summer vacation. He didn’t remember which book, but thought it was probably one of the John Wooden or Phil Jackson coaching books. The idea is that we use background noise to drown out our inner voices and avoid getting in touch with the self. If a person can accept silence, he learns more about himself, and has a better understanding of the world as well.
Michael decided to give it a try, and initially he found the silence awkward. Noise was a habit, and sometimes the silence felt uncomfortable. But with time, the silence helped his concentration and gave him a sense of self-focus, which he liked a great deal. It also helped his relationship with Elizabeth, and he found himself enjoying just sitting next to her without words being spoken, or even co-existing in the same room and nothing more. The silence didn’t end the communication between them, but enhanced it and increased the intimacy within their marriage. With that, background noise and clutter disappeared, and what was important came into better focus: Elizabeth, the children, and family.
Elizabeth’s illness didn’t affect their intimacy. As the end approached and she weakened, the cancer couldn’t take their shared silence from them, even as she grew too feeble to talk much. For that, he was thankful for the summer of reading long ago and the change he made.
Of course, explaining the joy of silence to an eleven-year-old boy and a soon-to-be nine-year-old girl was difficult. No, impossible, he decided. The children understood their father liked peace and quiet, and they respected it as much as possible. On the verge of another school day, though, was not the time when silence would continue for long.
“Donny, what are you eating for lunch?” Sue asked from the back seat.
“Peanut butter and jelly.”
“Why? You eat that like every day.” Sue leaned a bit to her left, looking to see if she could somehow see Donald’s lunch, even though it was in his backpack, currently resting between his legs on the floor.
“I like it. You don’t have to eat it.”
“I know. Today is pizza day.” She put heavy emphasis on the importance of today’s school menu choice.
“Well, maybe I didn’t want pizza.”
Michael interrupted, anticipating another brother-sister spat, “We had pizza a couple nights ago. Donald’s probably just pizza-ed out.”
“Oh.” Sue paused, “Well, I would never, ever, in a million years get tired of pizza.” She sat back in her place.
The Norrises were near town now. There were no vast wheat fields, just houses with large yards, much larger than anything big-city people had: enough to run, play catch, and spend hours mowing—but that was for the summer when the world was green. The houses were surrounded by numerous barren tree trunks, leafless and dead in the Kansas winter. He glanced at one house and its trees and thought how pretty the house and yard would look if the trees were green. He wondered why no one here had considered planting evergreen and fir trees.
“Daddy?” Sue had a question.
He flipped his turn signal down and slowed the car, preparing to turn left onto Bluespring Drive, rather than continue straight as the blacktop became the town road creatively named 36th Street. “What is it, sweetie?” he replied, without looking back at her as he focused on driving and waiting for the oncoming pickup to pass before turning.
“I think they have pizza in heaven. I bet you can eat it whenever you want. What do you think?”
Sometimes Sue was silly and a bit ditzy, but at other times, when she asked odd questions, she was actually looking for serious answers. He didn’t understand women, let alone the workings of a young girl’s mind. So he usually gave a straight answer, figuring if she was just joking, she would be amused that Dad “doesn’t get it.” This was another of those situations. Was she serious or joking? As always, Michael gave the straight answer, “I don’t know.”
“Me either, Daddy, but I just wondered.” He glanced up at the rearview mirror and caught her smile. He loved his daughter’s smile. It was electric, and in some ways made him jealous of his daughter. He never smiled with such confidence, even as an adult.
“I would think if they have pizza, sweetie, hamburgers and a lot of hot dogs would be required, as well.”
“Oh, yeah! That would be totally awesome. Then there would have to be lots of lemonade and potato chips. You could probably eat all day.”
“Absolutely.”
“I’m getting hungry, Daddy. Now I want lunch to hurry up and get here.”
Michael smiled. “You’ve got to get through the morning first.”
He heard the sigh from the backseat. “I know.”
He drove past the gas station on Bluespring, just a couple of blocks from the high school and two more from the grade school. Many of the high schoolers spent their lunch hour there at the combination BP-Subway, taking advantage of the school’s open campus policy for their thirty-minute lunch break. He wasn’t a fool; Michael knew many of those kids went there for a smoke break, rather than for a daily sub. The station owner didn’t mind, as the numerous students congregating meant good business in candy bars and pop bottles, far more business than normal over the noon hour anywhere else in town.
The gas price hovered around a buck-ninety. He wondered when it would cross the two-dollar mark. He looked down at his gas gauge; the Saturn had half a tank remaining. Really, with the gas mileage he got, the gas prices were still reasonable, unlike for SUV owners getting half the mileage he did. News on the Internet and magazines kept talking about the price dropping to $1.70 later in the spring, but he was skeptical. A friend from college worked in the oil industry near Lake Charles down in Louisiana, and he said the refineries there were already at capacity and demand was skyrocketing worldwide. The rest was rudimentary economics. If supply was limited and the demand kept going up, the prices would climb or possibly even skyrocket. He shuddered to think what would happen if some sort of disaster or conflict took place in the Mideast or down south in Texas and the Gulf of Mexico, but he had more pressing worries at the moment; being a single parent would do that to anybody.
He slowed the car down to twenty as he went past the high school on his way to the elementary school to drop off Donald and Sue. The elementary school also housed the junior high school students, though there was debate recently whether to move them into the same building as the high schoolers. Moving them would give the younger kids smaller classes, since there would be more classrooms available, but the argument was countered by others who suggested that putting young teens in the same building as juniors and seniors in high school was asking for trouble: increased alcohol abuse, bullying, and promiscuity.
Michael felt it was unrealistic. From his students, he knew junior high kids were already drinking, and many were experimenting with sex as well. Putting them with the high schoolers wouldn’t make the situation any worse, and, in his opinion, might even lessen troubles with discipline at the fifth and sixth grade levels. Of course, by the time the issue was resolved and worked its way through as a proposal and a study was done, his kids would already be through that part of the education system. The argument wouldn’t matter as much anymore, at least to him.
Michael looked over at Donald, but he was looking out the window and scanning the playground, though for what he had no idea. When it was winter, students arriving more than fifteen minutes before the school day officially started were required to wait in the cafeteria. No one was outside in the wind and cold. Flicking his hand up, he signaled his right turn and, using his left palm, turned his car into the circular drive leading up to the main school entrance.
“Ladies and gentleman, thanks for flying Air Norris. I hope you’ve enjoyed your flight, and travel with us again soon.”
“Dad,” Donald said, pain in his tone, “I wish you’d stop that. It’s old. It’s pretty lame.”
Seeing a final chance to goad Donald, Sue chipped in, “Daddy, I’d like to make a reservation for this afternoon at three-fifteen.”
Donald was undoing his seatbelt and turned to face Sue, trying his best to give her a death stare to get her to be quiet. He slowly turned back around and grabbed his backpack at the neck as Michael rolled the car to a stop at the door.
“Don, I’ll try. Okay?” His tone was soft.
“Yeah, right.” Donald rolled his eyes as he pulled the handle and opened his door. As he did so, Sue opened her door as well and started to climb out.
Without facing the car, Sue yelled out, “See you later, alligator!” and slammed her door shut, waving over her shoulder with a free hand as she marched towards the school entrance.
Donald heaved his backpack over his right shoulder, using only one of the straps.
“Bye, Dad.” He paused again, just slightly, before closing the door. As he readied the door, he added, like a postscript, “I love you, Dad.”
“I love you, too, son. Hey!”
“Hey, what?”
“I really do try not to embarrass you, you know?”
“I know, it’s just…” And Donald paused again. “Never mind. See you after school, Dad. Love you.” Without waiting to see if his dad replied, Donald flicked the door shut; he was strong enough now that it slammed even without much exertion on his part. He inched the backpack up onto his back and walked to the door. Sue had waited for her brother, and as he reached the door she pushed it open to let him in. Michael saw Donald’s lips move, saying something to Sue, and then they both went off to the left where he could no longer see them, walking together towards the cafeteria.
He eased off the brake pedal and let the car slowly move itself forward to head out the rest of the drive and back over to the high school. The silence was again soothing and tranquil, but he didn’t appreciate it as much as he normally would. Instead, he wondered what was going on with Donald. Was it just the simple fact of being eleven or was there a problem of some sort? He thought back to sixth grade, trying to recall the issues he went through two and a half decades earlier.
He always joked in classes with his students that no one would ever voluntarily relive being anywhere from eleven to thirteen years old. For both boys and girls those were painful, awkward years, and even though they were just high schoolers, no one ever disagreed with him. He shuddered involuntarily as he pulled back out onto the road.
He couldn’t recall many details about sixth grade, remembering just two brief events. One was standing on the school stage during a school program, reciting lines that were a lead-in to another song. In the middle of his speech he heard his voice crack, and he remembered seeing the junior high students in the front rows giggling, laughing at his embarrassment. The second was the night he screwed up the nerve to call Maria Halpern, a cute girl in his homeroom class, and ask her if she wanted to go see a movie. He didn’t remember the words, not exactly at least, but she told him she was busy Friday, and Saturday, and pretty much every weekend for the foreseeable future. The only saving grace was that no one else ever learned about the rejection. Maria decently never said anything to anyone, and Michael never said a word about it. That night he never left his bedroom, alternately crying and just lying there staring though his window. Though he couldn’t remember anything else about that night, he did remember he could see the Christmas tree of blue lights on the top of the hospital a block away.
With reflection, he wondered if that was how he wound up so painfully shy until he reached college. No, he had been shy and self-conscious before then, but sixth grade reinforced those tendencies, cementing them into his personality. At least… until Elizabeth pushed, and somehow wormed her way into his soul.
Reaching the high school, he pulled into the front parking lot. There was a second parking area behind the school used by juniors and seniors with car permits. He tried to avoid the back lot in the ten or fifteen minutes before school started, at lunch, and in the first few minutes after the high school was let out for the day. At those points in time, a person took his life into his own hands out there.
As he pulled into his normal parking spot on the far end, closest in the row back to the grade school, he smiled, remembering the senior prank from last year just before graduation. Each May, the senior class would traditionally pull a series of pranks—or one big gag, if possible—and those signaled an unofficial holiday called Senior Skip Day, when the graduating seniors skipped school. Some snuck off into the backwoods for drinking parties, some drove to Wichita and shopped, and others just slept in, getting a head start on summer vacation.
Last May, on the morning after the seniors went through their graduation practice, they drove their cars in and then went and got more cars as well, so there were no parking spaces on campus anywhere for faculty and staff. Some of the faculty was upset, and the principal, Leon Wole, almost literally blew a gasket when he had to walk just over a block to the school. Michael was in the quiet minority who thought it was a fabulous, original gag—and best of all no one was hurt by it.
By the next day, Wole had sent a letter out to each senior and his or her parents, warning that any further behavior would jeopardize graduation. Wole took a harmless situation and created a confrontation, pitting the school administration against students and parents. Since the administrators holed up in their offices, the brunt of the feedback from the non-senior students and many parents was vented at the teachers. Worse still, the teachers who found the prank harmless had Wole drop by to talk about unity and supporting the educational system, insinuating repercussions for teachers who didn’t take his side in the controversy.
He put the transmission into Park while simultaneously reaching across his torso with his left hand and releasing his seat belt. He turned the ignition off and slid his arm free of the belt, quickly opening his door and getting out of the car. It was a bit more brisk than he expected, with gusts of wind swirling. The air felt damp, the sort of chill that made older people and couples sell their homes and move to Florida for retirement.
Michael stuck to his belief that the parking lot prank was harmless and told Wole so. His candor proved a mixed blessing. Since then Wole had not been in his classroom to observe, a blessing for any teacher. But Wole no longer spoke with Michael or two other men on the staff: Vic Honeycutter, the Industrial Arts teacher, or Thomas Moore, the Psychology and World History teacher. Those two were the others who thought the prank harmless, and from that point on the male teachers had been subjected to “chickenshit” administration.
He didn’t like swearing, and rarely swore, regardless of the situation. Honeycutter had explained the term as it applied to his time in the army. It referred to the officers or NCOs who applied regulations regardless of common sense or appropriateness, throwing the book at their soldiers for the most minor offenses. People like them who were in charge of the paperwork, administration, numbers, and inventories were the key. After the explanation, he couldn’t disagree with Honeycutter’s assessment, and it forced him to reevaluate his opinion of Wole and his principalship.
He started towards the main entrance, stopped, and retraced the two steps back to his car. He opened the door, grabbed his sandwich, and started closing his door before stopping once again. He set the sandwich down on the driver’s seat and leaned in and reached across to flip the lock on the passenger-side door. He craned his neck to the right to check Sue’s back door. He smiled; Sue remembered to lock the door when she got out.
He backed out of the car, grabbed his sandwich, and turned back to the high school. For a moment, the wind blew hard, knocking him slightly off-balance, forcing him to swerve as he approached the school, as if he were tipsy. He felt the cold deep in his hands and put his free hand into his jacket pocket to shield it from the wind. The wind inspired him to move quicker on the sidewalk as he reached the three small stairs leading to the entrance.
As he reached the door a figure passed by, glancing at him for a moment before continuing down the hallway. From the style of clothes, he recognized Mr. Wole. Appearing just after Wole and walking behind him in the hallway was a different person: a short, stocky figure wearing a long-sleeved sea-green blouse and beige pants.
The person was Mrs. Mailbanker, the high school secretary. She saw Michael at the door and detoured over, pushing the bar in and shoving the door out as Michael reached out to open the same door. He grabbed the door and stepped inside.
“Thanks. Cold wind today.”
“I’m not surprised. The Weather Channel this morning said there’s a good chance of a heavy snow today.”
“Sue wondered about it this morning on the drive in.”
“Terra told me while I was putting makeup on.”
Terra was Megan Mailbanker’s daughter. She was in eighth grade, on the verge of escaping from those awkward years of junior high school. On a couple of occasions when Michael needed to stay after school for unplanned meetings with parents or students, Terra stayed over at the grade school to play with Sue while Donald hung out with his friends waiting for the late bus. If there was going to be a longer wait, she walked with Donald and Sue over to the high school rather than the three of them waiting at the grade school. Donald was ambivalent to Terra and insisted he could walk his sister over, but Sue liked walking with Terra, and even told Michael a couple of times, “It’s like having a big sister for a while.”
Megan’s husband worked in an automotive shop in town, but it was his second job. Like other Kansans, Tim Mailbanker was a farmer, working the same land as his father and grandfather before him. Unfortunately, the low prices for wheat forced Tim to pick up an additional job to go along with Megan’s job as the high school secretary (though her title was officially Administrative Assistant). Their lives would be easier if Tim sold the land and just worked at Greeley’s Automotive Repair, but like every farmer Michael knew, Tim was a tough man, a stubborn man, and he wasn’t giving his land up without a fight. He was a perfect match for Megan, who was also a local girl. The two dated in high school and married a while after. She was as stubborn as her husband, but she couched it in velvet and softness. Michael learned to respect that very quickly. Megan Mailbanker was a good person as a friend and a bad woman to cross.
“I’m surprised Terra wasn’t the one in the bathroom putting on the makeup and keeping you out.”
Without breaking stride, Mailbanker turned to look at him, crunching her face in a look that couldn’t be described—a humorous look, “Norris, you just wait until your daughter is thirteen. I’m not giving you an ounce of sympathy.”
“Fair enough.” The pair reached the office. Megan Mailbanker stopped at the door as he kept walking towards the stairs just past the restrooms. “Do some work today down here, okay?”
“Hah. You’re a teacher. What would you know about actually working?”
Before he could come up with a witty rejoinder, Mailbanker ducked through the doorway and into the main office. He continued to the stairs, heading up to the second floor of the building. He made sure every morning to touch each and every one of the steps, figuring it was extra exercise which would balance out his lack of exercise at home and elsewhere. The steps were original, still here from when the building was first constructed as a WPA project during the Great Depression. They were stone, and worn down in the center of each stair where almost everyone walked, creating a small indentation on each step: fourteen steps to the landing and fourteen more to the second floor.
Michael’s room was just to the right of the top of the stairs. There was never any quiet between classes as the students all walked, shuffled, or ran up and down the stairs, but from his desk he had a clear view of the entire length of the hallway, presuming his door was open. Between classes he kept it open, but once the bell rang he always closed the door to remove any possible distractions from his students. Depending on the time of day, they could be restless regardless, and that was rough enough to deal with. The students in the halls with passes or going to the bathroom or the fifty other reasons to not be in a classroom were a pet peeve of his, but as with many other things, when the faculty addressed the issue the administration sided against the faculty. Was it any wonder most of the faculty simply chose to keep their mouths shut? Go along to get along, was the saying. That made him think of the similar Japanese proverb: The nail that sticks out gets hammered down. He disagreed with both, preferring a communist slogan: Agitate! Agitate! You only get change if you agitate! Silence was acceptance, and history was replete with instances where things went south once people stopped paying attention or caring.
At his door, he reached out and checked the door knob to see if the room was locked. Sometimes Georgie, the night janitor, forgot to lock his door after cleaning the room. It used to annoy Michael because he didn’t understand why it kept happening. Then a couple of months into his first year teaching, Mrs. Mailbanker explained, “Georgie isn’t the sharpest pencil in the bin.” At that point, he understood Georgie was slightly retarded.
He solved the problem by never leaving anything of value in the classroom, something teachers shouldn’t do anyway. Because Georgie wasn’t always consistent with whether he left the door open or locked, Michael was forced to check the knob each morning. This morning, the room was locked.
Michael reached into his front left pocket and removed his keychain, flicking his house keys out of the way as he singled out the copper-colored, cross-shaped key labeled SS201: the key to his classroom, room 201. He put the key in and twisted. With the key still twisted, he pushed on the door and opened it even as he untwisted the key, deftly removing it as the door swung totally open. He stepped in and nonchalantly reached out with his left hand to flick on the room lights. He didn’t need to look to see the light switch. It was in the corner between the door and the side wall. As the lights came on, their white fluorescent light seemed empty, lifeless.
He looked up at the clock over his blackboard. The clock was hardwired in to a master clock in the front office so each class clock displayed the exact same time. It was meant to be efficient and make sure students received the exact same amount of time in each class every day, but it really worked only in theory and not always in practice. Nevertheless, he set his own watch by the time on his room’s clock. The clock on the wall read 7:35. The school day began at eight, so he had twenty minutes or so to prepare before students started coming in for homeroom and the first class of the day.
He set his lunch down on his desk and shrugged off his coat, tossing it onto a hook hanging from the far end of his blackboard. His room was a bit cold, mainly because it had windows to the west and north and the windows were old and leaky, single-paned. One of the windows on the north side was probably one of the original windows, lifting and dropping with rope pulleys. All of the windows needed replacement, but it wasn’t a high priority for the people who made such decisions, whether it was the maintenance guys or the budget-makers.
He pulled his swivel chair out from under his desk, spinning the back away from him. He slid onto the chair, using the back support as a brace under his left side and rested his armpit on top of it. He scanned his desktop, checking his in-box for stuff needing to be graded and dealt with immediately, and then checked his return-box for what needed to be handed back to students.
As always, the top box of stuff needing to be graded was empty—he graded at the first possible instant—while the other box was crammed with papers and assignments to hand back. He was nowhere near as good at returning homework as he was at getting it graded, unfortunately. Next to those boxes were his coffee cup and a paperweight. He wasn’t a coffee drinker, but was reluctant to just toss stuff out. The cup was the generic Christmas gift given by Wole to the faculty last year. On its side, the mug had a crayon-drawn picture of a child holding a book, though anyone with common sense or a bit of cynicism could tell it was actually the work of an adult artist. Next to the child, in childlike black crayon letters was the slogan Teachers are Special!
It would be different if there were fifty or sixty faculty for Christmas gifts. But with a small school a $4.99 mug as a gift sent a bad message, especially since it had just been put into his box in the office with a generic, laser-printed “Merry Christmas” note. Instead of throwing it away, he used the mug for holding the pens and pencils students left or forgot in his room.
The paperweight was different. It just sat on his desk, taking up space. It wasn’t even really a normal paperweight. It was a piece of ugly, painted concrete screwed onto a small wooden frame. The lump was a gift from a former student from his first year as a high school teacher, a senior named Berkeley Chappel. Chappel had family problems, and they carried over to school. After a scuffle in the upstairs hallway involving a couple of other seniors, Michael intervened, though he didn’t send anyone to the principal for discipline. Instead, he wound up talking with Chappel, which is how he found out about the pressure the young man was under.
Those talks became more frequent, and when the end of the year came, Berkeley Chappel had survived and was even able to relax as some of his family issues disappeared. After graduation, Chappel came up to Michael, who was talking with the man he replaced as history teacher, Matt Kooser, and asked for a minute of time. He then took out the concrete piece and gave it to Michael, explaining that the concrete had belonged to his father, a business executive for John Deere. His father had been in Berlin in 1989 when the Wall came down and brought the chunk of concrete back. Since his dad died back in September at the start of the school year, he couldn’t think of anyone else who would appreciate it as much as Michael, so Berkeley gave it to him as a gift. Since then the concrete chunk remained on his desk, a sincere reminder of why teachers were special, as well as a constant reminder of why he had changed career paths and become a high school teacher.
It helped that Chappel was a good student. Other than the family crisis, he was always a good kid. A lot could be forgiven from a good kid. For the bad kids, though, there was no benefit of the doubt, and some faculty appeared to take pleasure in sending that sort of kid to the office or flunking them. Michael never stooped so low, but he admitted there were countless times when he thought about intentionally flunking a student because of other factors. The difference was that while he had those thoughts, he never acted on them.
It fit in with a theory he had developed a few years earlier, while still working as a community college adjunct instructor. His idea was that many people became teachers to get some sort of revenge on the same type of student who had bullied them from their own days as students. In a perverse way, it was a noble thought: a person could return to a classroom and make a difference, keep the various stereotypical students under control regardless of whether they were the slackers, the jocks, or the spoiled kids.
Lately, he had reflected about why he was a teacher. Was he teaching for the right reasons, or did he have a dark, secret reason for being here at this place, at this time, as a high school teacher?
He yawned, snapping out of his brief reverie. He reached back and scratched just past his shoulder blade while staring at the book sitting in the center of his desktop. The book’s cover was slick plastic coated in red and beige, but the cover was rarely seen. Instead, the book was always open on his desk. It was his lesson planner, an aid for scheduling lessons and homework assignments.
He didn’t use it as he was supposed to. Designed to plan in advance—hence the name planner—he used it in reverse. After each class or during his lunch break or prep period, Michael went back and documented the period’s work to that point in time. He also jotted a few odd notes, sometimes noting whether a lesson or assignment worked well, and sometimes noting students who had misbehaved or not turned work in. Instead of being constrictive and forcing him to follow a pre-made plan, this method allowed Michael to chronicle what worked and didn’t. It still wound up listing the work done in class, in case an administrator needed the information for some reason.
Other than a couple of tests today would be like every other day. He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. He felt a craving for excitement, but didn’t want too much excitement, either. Sitting there at his desk, he chuckled softly, wondering for a moment how you could spontaneously have excitement that was just right while at school.
He adjusted his position in the chair, now sitting properly in it, and pivoted to face away from his desk towards his computer. Reaching down to the main unit sitting underneath the monitor stand, he hit the power button and heard the beep of the system starting its boot-up sequence. He then turned on the monitor as it displayed the logo and info for the computer. The system was slow, painfully out of date for a computer. Like several other teachers, his computer still used Windows 95. Unfortunately, shortly after the school purchased the computer for Michael’s room, computers switched to Windows 98, and then to the latest version, Millennium.
Using Windows 95 was easy, but the computer and its processor weren’t capable of accessing everything on the Internet. Any web page with a lot of images crashed the system, as did any emails arriving with attachments. The lack of video capability made using certain programs like PowerPoint impossible. It limited students when they gave presentations, as there was no practical way to use technology in Mr. Norris’ classroom. He worked around it, but with the set of outcomes coming down from the Kansas Board of Education it was only a matter of time before he was required to use things like PowerPoint here. The local school board kept talking about upgrading the classroom computers, but to this point that was all it was: talk.
After a couple minutes, the screen showed the blue background of the Windows computer desktop. It was a mostly bare computer screen with only a few icons on it: one for the computer’s Internet search program, another connecting Michael to the school email program, and a third one connecting his room’s computer into the larger school computer network. He moved the mouse, putting the cursor arrow on the email icon, and clicked twice. Nothing. He clenched his jaw; he hated it when the computer refused to work. He shook the mouse left and right on the desk, put it back over the email icon, and clicked twice again, slower, and the program responded by opening his email account.
He clicked the mouse twice more, once on the toolbar listing possible categories of instructions, and then a second time on the words Send and Receive CTRL+S. The computer checked his email for new messages. There were seven new ones, but from the headings, he knew all but one were jokes and junk mail forwarded to him by other people and friends. For those six, he hit the delete key on his keyboard, erasing them from his inbox. The seventh was an email from his old friend and college roommate, David Olsen.
Michael clicked on the message and opened it into a wider window.
Yo!
Hey, I’m figuring you can’t make it up this way for the weekend, but I’ve got tickets here for the basketball game this Saturday. I can get tickets for the kids, too. Just let me know. How’s stuff otherwise? Here, it’s cold. Good excuse for me to stay inside where only the beer is cold.
D.O.
It was a nice thought, but unrealistic. David lived in southwestern Iowa, a reasonable drive away from Kansas City. It was easy for him to drive down to K.C. For Michael and the kids, they wouldn’t be able to get out of town until after school on Friday and would then need to drive four hours or so, more if the weather was bad, then get a hotel room, food, and so on. That wasn’t realistic with the Norris family car or the salary of a rural high school teacher, no matter how great it would be to have tickets for the Big Twelve tourney.
He sighed, bringing his left hand up to the keyboard, resting next to his right one, poised at the keyboard much like a musician preparing to play the piano. Before replying, he took a split-second to fantasize about just getting away for a weekend, or even just a day, from the responsibilities here and the kids. He ditched the thought as quickly as it appeared, the momentary guilt of even thinking it weighing him down. It was a paradox; how do you balance personal time and family time? Didn’t he have a responsibility to sacrifice his time for Don and Sue rather than think of getting away from them to go to a basketball tournament?
Hey—wish I could. Things here are okay. Would be great to see some good ball, just no way to do it. Still appreciate the thought, though. Any other excitement there? Work okay? Say hi to your wife and the kids for me.
M.
Michael sent the message, and then decided to add something. It was too late, so he re-opened the message and replied again, changing the message subject to “P.S.”
What about this summer? I bet we could hook up over there for a Royals game or series. The kids would like it, and the weather would be better. Sound good?
He sent the addendum to his first email. David was pretty good about quick replies, so Michael figured he’d hear back before noon. Email was one of the great innovations of technology. He used it to stay in regular or semi-regular touch with a lot of people, friends who would otherwise just receive an annual Christmas card and then not be thought about again until the following year. If the network was better in rural Kansas, he would have purchased a cell phone and calling plan to stay in touch as well, but reception was sporadic in the countryside, and he saw no point in adding another monthly bill to the mix.
Wiping a small bit of lint from his slacks, he again looked at the clock, verifying there was still plenty of time before the school day started. He stood up and walked to his podium by the blackboard, checking inside its hollow interior. He stored his notes and material for the coming day inside the podium, preparing them the afternoon before during his prep period. To that end, yesterday he created and photocopied tests, as well as printing off the notes he needed for his other classes today. This afternoon when his classes were over and he had his prep period, he would take care of tomorrow’s preparations. As expected, everything was still there.
With his final check of stuff for the day ahead complete, he had little to do except wait the last few minutes before students showed up. Rather than sitting isolated in his room alone, like several of the other faculty members, Michael liked talking with some of the other faculty before school. After all, as fellow teachers working with the same students, talking with one another was practical, not to mention that Michael was friends with a couple of the other teachers.
Moving out into the hall, he looked past the stairwell and saw the other history instructor’s door open with the room light on. It was Thomas Moore, one of the two other instructors who found the car prank harmless. Moore was responsible for most of the freshman and sophomore social studies, as well as Sociology, Psychology, and Current Events; classes open to all students, but usually filled by upperclassmen.
Moore was in his mid-thirties. In addition to his teaching responsibilities he was also the boys’ basketball and boys’ and girls’ track coach, so once November arrived his life got hectic. In winter, people in Kansas lived and breathed basketball, whether they were in small towns with consolidated schools or at large schools like the ones in Topeka and Kansas City. It meant a lot of pressure on coaches, especially in programs that didn’t have enough boys or enough money for a junior varsity or assistant coach. Moore was stuck in just that situation, but he took it with good humor, suggesting he had learned a lot by repeatedly watching Hoosiers with Gene Hackman.
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