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Author’s Foreword

The following is, I believe, a narrative greatly without parallel to any other in existence. Whether it is better or worse than any other is for each of you, if you so desire, dear readers, to ascertain; that it is unlike any other, however, is an assertion that I feel it incumbent upon myself to make.


Consider yourself informed; if you are one who reads merely for entertainment, thirsting for the engaging plotline and annoyed by literature that asks you to think…then this may well prove to not be the book for you. The engaging plotline exists but is, by no means, the primary substance of this book.

This, as I’m certain will become apparent, is a book with a purpose…I am virtually begging you, dear reader, to think…to get outside of a narrow ego-consciousness and to consider for a time, if you will, such concepts as Jung’s collective unconscious and the possibility that a truly human self can never be so focused on ego-identity that all else is secondary…that a growing world-culture of self-absorption is leading toward self-destruction.

As an observer of humanity, in all its forms, I have long endeavored to understand, capture, and communicate some of the lesser understood or acknowledged facets of our infinitely broad, living spectrum. Though that idea was with me in creating this work, I don’t know as I have adequately done so within the confines of the following pages. One can hardly expect to bind the boundless, after all.


Additionally, this narrative is, I certainly hope, every bit as ripe with metaphor, symbolism, allegory, and thematic value as is the person who reads it. I like to believe that, whatever heights of consciousness my audience is willing to rise to, the story will meet you there, perhaps even help to guide you there…one never knows.


Happy reading and, begging the indulgence of George Lucas, “May the Force be with you.”

Me and Mr. C.

1

I don’t need to borrow anyone else’s troubles. I’ve seen enough of my own. That being said, I’m obviously not one to read the newspaper regularly or to watch much television. My own focus is on matters more meaningful to me than the constant buzz of current events and trivial gossip that accounts for so much of everyday life for what seems to me to be everyone else in the world. I operate under the premise that, if anything is of any real importance, it will somehow demand my attention. 

I’d finished reading another book before going to bed last night and not yet decided on what I would be reading next, so I browsed through yesterday’s paper this morning as I thought about what I felt I wanted to undertake for my next reading.

More out of the habit of seeing the printed word than actually digesting the words that were printed, I scan through the pages with my mind on future readings, sipping my coffee and watching the smoke casually curl its way upward from my slow exhalations. In the predawn silence of my kitchen, I savor the early stages of what has long been my sacred morning ritual, when the rest of the world sleeps and the vast stillness of it all is mine and mine alone. 

Everything froze in a strobe-light flash as his name, like an electric shock, jumped from the paper and into my consciousness.

Just a few lines of newsprint are dedicated to him there on the obituaries page. Joseph Christman, 68 years old, of 72 West Esalen Road, was found dead at his home by sheriff’s deputies. That was all I could glean from what little was written. 

I haven’t talked to or seen him in years and am suddenly left empty in the face of this announcement that I won’t be seeing him again.

**

I run. Like an addict gets his fix, I run. Over the years, the endorphins released have come to be so much a part of my day that, on the rare mornings that I didn’t run, the whole day generally passed out of joint. I just wasn’t myself. 

My morning run is my meditation. It is part of a sacred ritual for me. Every day since I was about fifteen, I rise with or before the dawn, shower, read a little over my morning coffee and a cigarette, stretch out my waking limbs, and run. 

It hasn’t always been exactly the same.

In my youth, I ran with a certain fury. Megadeth, Pantera, Suicidal Tendencies, and other Metal or Punk blasted through my headphones, through my skull, driving out all of the whirling thoughts and emotions that so tortured me then. In those early years, the run was my therapy session. I ran then to deal with anger, with frustration, with the usual teen angst and with some that I hope, for the sake of everyone else, was not so usual and was suffered by as few as possible.

 It didn’t cost me a penny to consult my own inner therapist along my way and I knew that my secrets were safe with him…no trust issues to deal with there. 

I have never run a set route, always allowing myself to follow whatever path for whatever distance felt right at the time, sometimes cutting through field and forest between roads, sometimes just sticking to roads. 

Embracing the complete freedom of each dawn’s journey, eventually, I could feel my blackness fading. At some point in the course of each run, I began to feel myself breaking free of all that haunted me and I would continue, on eagle’s wings, with a growing sense of peace and clarity, until I’d completed the morning’s chosen circuit to return home somewhat renewed. Then I’d again shower, stretch out my now very much awake limbs, and face the world for another day.

Somewhere along the way, I’d foregone the headphones in favor of a quieter meditation to the rhythm of my own breathing, of my footfalls on the asphalt, dirt, or grass in the dawn silence, broken only by me and the world of nature awakening around me. I had largely worked through the torment and reached a sort of accord within myself.

There has, however, been one constant. 

From the first run to this morning, regardless of the thoughts or emotions that whirl around within me, the voice of clarity, the voice that leads me to the understanding and the connection that I seek with each dawn’s journey has never changed.

It has always been the voice of Mr. C.

**

I stared at the page in shocked disbelief for what felt like eternity; completely foreign to my surroundings until the cigarette in my hand burnt down to my fingers and the pain snapped me back to the room around me.

Not knowing what else to do, I continue with my pre-dawn ritual in automated detachment, stretching and making an attempt at the meditation of my run.

I can’t bring myself to run. I try. I start out in search of the usual rhythm, trying to settle into it and find his voice again. It’s not going to be coming to me this morning. This morning is different from the countless mornings before, or any that are yet to come, for that matter. This morning is fast becoming a walk, a quiet reflection, a meditation on all that I owe to Mr. C. I wonder if he ever knew how much he had done for me?

 Absently walking, my mind carries me back to my own distant past…

2

At the age of eleven, I became a ward of the state…a nice little euphemism for ‘my folks treated me worse than garbage and the state had finally intervened and taken me from them’. Three years of bouncing in and out of foster homes, being expelled from school after school and spending a little over six months in a juvenile detention center had landed me, at fourteen, in this tiny and forgotten corner of the globe. It turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me…

The first day of high school, 1985, my freshman year; I’d only moved here just days before, fresh from juvie, and there I was, walking into yet another classroom full of strangers. I was silent, sullen, brooding, and angry, stepping as invisibly as possible into the room in my scuffed leather jacket, ripped jeans, and big black boots. 

My hair hung down over my face as I walked in and sat silently in the farthest corner of the room, peripherally scanning my immediate space for any intrusions and staring at the top of the desk in front of me as if all the mysteries of the world were somehow hidden just beneath its surface and, if I stared long and intensely enough, they would all be revealed to me.

The bell rang and the bustle of students leaving homeroom and heading off to the first class of the day erupted through this classroom and through the hallway.

I remained as I was. To my secret relief, the first class on my schedule, freshman English, happened to be held right in this room.

 
Alone for the moment, I began to look around. Bookshelves along the walls are filled to bursting. Hand-crafted posters are hung around the room, saying things like “The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step” and “The jade cannot be polished without friction nor a man perfected without trials” and “He who thinks he knows, does not know. He who knows he does not know, knows.” and “There is ONE TRUTH, the sages speak of it by many names.”  and a bunch of other bullshit like that.

My solitary examination of the room is interrupted by his entrance.

I’ve been in and out of more schools and other institutions in the past few years than I could even really be bothered to count. I’ve seen teachers of all shapes, sizes, sexes, ages, and attitudes. I’ve learned to watch people closely and I thought I’d seen all types of them that there were; you’d be surprised at just how fucking typical everyone really is…

He doesn’t look at all typical.

He hung his jacket on the back of his chair and set his briefcase on his desk. In continuous motion, smooth and efficient, not rushed or frantic but surprisingly fast; he grasped his hair in his right hand while wrapping a hair tie quickly around the gathered mane with his left, then removed his sunglasses and placed them in his desk drawer while retrieving a pair of wire-rimmed eyeglasses from the same drawer and slipping them in place. 

He looked my way and caught me watching him.

“Good morning.” He said. “It seems I must be in the right place and not quite as late in arriving as I was afraid I was. The calendar says it’s September; the clock says it’s two minutes until my first class; and I see that I have only kept one student waiting for me instead of an entire class. Good news for me.”

I just looked at him from behind my hair, trying to size him up.

He flashed a smile. It appears genuine. At least his eyes match the message of his smile. That hasn’t been my experience with people thus far. 

I’ve only just started watching the eyes closely in the last couple of years, once I’d realized that seeing what was coming was a whole hell of a lot smarter than trying to hide from it. Trying to hide only ever guaranteed me a serious ass-kicking, or worse. Knowing what was coming…sure it got me in trouble sometimes, but no more being fucking surprised by anything.

 
Most of the time, the eyes that I watched told a much different story than the words or gestures. He is different. He doesn’t seem to be playing any angle. Is he for real or just a good actor? I am exceptionally good at pegging people right at the first meeting, a matter of survival, but he isn’t an easy read. 

“I don’t blame you.” He laughed a bit at my lack of reply. “I always hated the first day of school myself. I hope it starts looking up for you.”

He continued to speak as he turned to the chalkboard and wrote his name on it. “ I am Mr. Christman, your brand new, fresh from the state certification assembly line, English teacher. I’ll pick this up again after the bell so you can return to your meditation for a bit and I can prepare for the onslaught of your fellow freshman students that I am sure will be bursting through that door at any moment.”

I continued to study him from behind my hair. He doesn’t look fresh off any assembly line. This guy has some miles on him…fucking hard miles. That mass of hair that he’d tied back is sprinkled with plenty of grey. With the hair pulled back tightly to his head, a jagged, ugly scar across his left temple and forehead is now apparent. 

Standing there in his slacks, shirt and tie; the wardrobe doesn’t quite fit the man. He certainly doesn’t look like one who has spent a great deal of time as a suit and tie guy. Looking more like a cage fighter than a teacher, I can sense that he has a certain steel in him. Hidden only a little by the impeccably dressed and polished exterior are countless rough edges that have been earned by him the hard way…that too is written in steel and blood a little deeper inside his eyes and, buried still deeper beneath that, there is a sense of something hidden, black, ugly and powerful, that I can’t get any solid fix on. 

Whatever is hiding deep within this man’s eyes, at least it feels honest. It feels real. Not like the dead fish eyes I’ve so often seen when I studied the usual assholes that I’ve dealt with. He’ll remain an unknown for now. 

He leaned against his desk, facing the door. As students begin filing in, individually and in bubbling groups, he smiles and greets them.

“Good Morning. Pull up a seat and settle in. We’ll get the show started as soon as the bell rings.”

The bell rings. The class responds in typical fashion. 

Most turn their attention to this new teacher. Of course, there is always at least the one ‘special’ group... 

There is always the one girl who is absolute in her conviction that the world does, in all reality, fucking unquestionably revolve around her. She is invariably surrounded by a group of other girls who long to bask in her glory, or at least to catch some of the hapless boys who fall to the ground in pieces after having tried in vain to fly on wings of feathers and wax too closely to the radiant sun that she imagines herself to be. 

This grouping of girls inevitably attracts a surrounding cloud of testosterone-mad boys, fairly tripping over their lolling tongues, sparring metaphorically for the dubious honor of being the next to attempt Icarus’ folly in pursuit of her imagined magnificence.

The self- proclaimed sun, the other girls in mimic, orbiting her; the boys helplessly attracted by their combined gravitational pull, orbiting as moons, whirling around as comets…Together they are their own solar system, complete within their own self-made reality and oblivious to all else…Fucking idiots.

Sure, there are slight variations on the theme. There may be two or more complete solar systems arranged in this fashion, each in its own galaxy, its own little area of the universal room. In rare instances, I’ve even seen the drama enacted with two of these imagined centers of the cosmos working their spell together within the same group. It varies only in minor details. Overall, the story is pretty much the same in every school I’ve been…Fucking idiots are the same everywhere. 

This is a small school, so there is only one such grouping afoot in this classroom. Maybe small isn’t quite descriptive enough, tiny maybe, or how about miniscule…yep, miniscule seems apt; there are some twenty-five kids in this class. As it turned out, they were to be my entire graduating class. The entire school district consists of this single building. Kindergarten through twelfth grade, every kid in the area goes through just this one school.  Yes, the district is that small. The town is that fucking small.

“That’s the bell.”

 He speaks as the resonance of the bell’s tone still hangs slightly in the air, his voice advancing just as the tone retreats. It is timed perfectly.

It means nothing to Miss Helios. 

The solar system around her feels safe enough in her orbit to at least try to pretend that it means nothing to them either. It is fucking comical to watch their eyes darting nervously from her to him, unsure of which to settle on but kept loosely in her orbit by the gravitational force of her belief in her own importance and her flawless continuity of whatever conversation had been so rudely interrupted by the meaningless bell and this mere teacher who had the audacity to speak without her permission. 

The gauntlet is thrown. She has issued her challenge. 

The class, as a singular consciousness, is fully aware of the significance, at least to them, of the moment. This group of teenagers has been together, classroom to classroom, September to June, year after year, most of them probably from kindergarten to now. He is an unknown variable thrust into the equation of balance that the group has automatically developed.

This is his moment either to seize the control that, by definition, is his, or to allow her to assign a lesser value to him as a variable within their equation. 

I have to admit to being every bit as interested in watching his reaction as the rest are, though I don’t think I’m rooting for the same side as they are. I’m on my side, not invested one way or the other in the outcome of this fucking silly little game but definitely curious as to how he is going to handle it. This should provide another piece or two to the puzzle that I find him to be.

He stands calmly at the front of the room, the power of his presence holding the students outside of her orbits in check. He seems to see everything almost before it happens. As students begin to fidget and a few look as though they are about to weigh in on the situation, he meets each with his gaze and, with a silent shake of his head and an outward palm raised close to his chest, ticking slightly back and forth, he maintains their silence…Maintains hell, he silently commands their silence. He owns the room like Darth Vader owns an Imperial Starship, just fucking standing there. 

He walks, with the kind of heavy and silent calm that permeates the air just before the mother of all shitstorms cuts loose, and places himself squarely in front of her desk. 

She continues to bubble with meaningless words, her back to him, now beginning to struggle to maintain control of her satellites. 

They know the game and try desperately to remain solidly in her orbit but the panic in their eyes is reaching critical mass.

 She has to be fully aware that he is there behind her; there’s no fucking way that she can’t feel him there; but she stubbornly continues, trying with every fiber of her being to affirm her position as the locus of control.

What is his response going to be? 

Will he bellow a command for silence within inches of her turned back? Will he slam his fist on, or more likely through, her desk? Will he use the power of the Dark Side to crush her larynx and disable her vocal chords? Will he tear off his polished exterior to reveal himself as the barbarian, clad in animal skins and armor, and savagely strike off her empty fucking head with his massive battle-axe?

To look at him, I don’t think anyone would be at all surprised to see him erupt in volcanic rage. The sense of darkness, of the barely restrained primordial savage within him, has to be just as obvious to these idiots as it is to me.

I don’t really expect any particular reaction. I can’t get a clear read on this guy yet. What I expect is anything and everything… 

“That’s one.” He speaks calmly, quietly and evenly, audible only because of the silence in the room outside of her now faltering and quieting chatter.

…Excepting maybe for that, very nearly no reaction is not at all the reaction that I’d seen him having…

He pauses and looks at the clock; even the ticking of the clock is reaching into my ears through the heavy stillness of this moment; and, as it ticks past one minute after the bell, he continues.

“That’s two.” He maintains the same tone and volume. An ominous sense of absolute calm palpably radiates from him. 

He looks back toward the clock, fully aware that all attention, satellites’ included, is now focused directly on him. The bullshit contest for control of the room is effectively over.

She recognizes defeat. Still refusing to accept it, however, she turns toward him with every ounce of pretended innocence and charm that she can muster.

“That’s two what?” Her back is now turned to me as she faces forward but I can feel her eyelashes fluttering in attempted flirty innocence.

“Minutes that you owe the class thus far.” His air does not fluctuate. Rigid and fixed, the storm within him still veiled, he is the picture of outward calm and poise. “ Miss…? I didn’t catch your name.”

“Morgan Fairchild.” Her tone borders on disdain as she stubbornly persists in a sparring match that anyone can see is already fucking over. She has guts, I’ll give her that much. Then again, maybe she is just that fucking far-gone inside of her own delusions.

“Well, Miss Fairchild…” He refuses to fight with her on her terms, playing along as though she hasn’t given him an obviously false name.

“I’m not doing anything wrong.” She tries to continue in her own defense, interrupting him.

He holds his palm up to signal a stop, maintaining his demeanor exactly as he has from the outset.

“…Miss Fairchild.” He continued around her interruption. “Every moment that we continue this, your debt is growing. You now owe three minutes to the rest of the class.  I strongly advise you to allow class to begin at this time before your debt load becomes positively unbearable. Your questions will be answered in due course.” 

He had already begun to turn away from her and return to his post at the front of the class as he finished speaking. 

He’s good. He’s damn good; he delivered his message, made his point, then left her a face-saving way out with his symbolic retreat…fucking textbook maneuver. He’s pretty damn sharp. I definitely have to watch this guy closely.

‘Morgan’ immediately thrusts her hand in the air, fairly demanding to be recognized in traditional classroom fashion…Fuck, is she that stubborn or just that stupid?

 
“Answered in their own due course…Tick-Tock, Miss Fairchild.” He dismisses her, verbally and non-verbally, tossing the words casually over his shoulder as he walks. “In their own due course.”

Game, Set, Match…smoothly, calmly, and decisively, he had gained the undivided attention of every student in the room in three minutes.

Resuming his place, front and center, he smiles and sets the class in motion, on his terms.

“Good morning to you all.” He strolls around the front of the class as he speaks, scanning all, evenly meeting one student’s gaze, then another, each in turn. “ My name is Mr. Christman, Joe Christman. I do not care what you choose to call me; Mr. Christman, Mr. C, just plain Christman, just plain Joe. That is of no importance. What is important is that each and every one of you hears and responds when I call you. 

I plan to be here for a very long time; which means that you will all likely be students in my classes from this day until your graduation day. I have a lot to teach. You have a lot to learn.

 I look forward to teaching each of you as much as you are able to learn and sincerely hope that I won’t find myself forced to cram learning as best I can into unwilling and closed minds just to raise your competency to a minimum standard. 

Minimum standards are poison to the spirit of education.”

He paused for a moment to allow his words to sink in before continuing.

“Along the way, some of you may very well teach me a thing or two…I hope. Such is the nature of the ancient and time-honored relationship of teacher and pupil, of master and apprentice, of mentor and protégé.” 

“Rules.” He continued again after another moment’s pause. “I do not like rules, per se. My rules are very simple. In fact, there is really only one… Each of you will respect the sanctity of knowledge…of wisdom. 

Violation of this one sacred rule will be punished by a lifetime of ignorance and hardship. The truly beautiful thing about this rule is that I do not even have control over enforcing it. The world out there will impose sentencing without mercy on all violators.”

Hands are raising throughout the class. He responds with an ‘in a moment’ gesture and sets to translating his One Rule.

“What does that mean? You might ask. Quite a lot, I might answer.

The written word is a sacred thing. Developing your skills in understanding the written words of the poets, of the philosophers, of the great thinkers since the dawn of time, as well as your skills in communicating your own thoughts, be they what they may, is a sacred journey. How far each of you travels along your path in this journey is a choice that, ultimately, will be made by each of you individually.

I am your guide. I stand here, in this room, for the sole purpose of maintaining the sanctity of your journey…a journey that we will all take together and that each of you will take separately.

I can only show you the path; each of you must walk your own path.”

Silence, confused and dumbfounded silence… Teachers just don’t talk to students this way. Hell, no one talks to anyone this way…do they? Everyone sits, confused, trying to wrap their minds around his words, around the whole situation.

“So…” He reads the widespread confusion and responds. “What that all boils down to is that, in support of my One Rule, there are a few basics to how you will conduct yourselves in our classroom. Foremost, everyone will be treated with appropriate respect. I will respect each of you. You will respect me. You will respect yourselves. You will respect each other. Any derision will be punished swiftly and harshly.”

Hands again fly up.

“D-E-R-I-S-I-O-N…Look it up…not now…on your own time. Anyone who does not have a collegiate dictionary, get one. If, for any reason, you cannot get one, see me outside of class and I will see to it that you do get one. Throughout class time, anytime for that matter, if I use a word you do not recognize, raise your hand and let me know. I will spell it for you. Defining it will be up to you. Vocabulary quizzes will be a significant part of our journey together.”

He returns to his address as the hands fall to writing.

“When the bell sounds for class to begin, your time ceases to be your time. From that moment, time belongs, until the ending bell sounds, collectively to everyone in this room, myself included. Failure to acknowledge that reality shows the utmost disrespect for everyone in the room, myself included. Every minute, or any portion of a minute, of time that anyone steals from the rest of the class will be repaid by them with an hour of after school detention.”

“You can’t…” ‘Morgan’ bursts out, nearing tears.

He doesn’t allow her to finish, interrupting her.

“That interruption counts as another minute; you now owe four. Patience, Miss Fairchild, Take a breath and allow me to finish…trust me; you do not want your debt to continue accumulating.” 

She huffs and settles into reluctant silence with a typical valley-girl ‘wwhattthheverrrr’ attitude. I think she makes me fucking sick, too bad she’s so hot…or is it ‘she’s so hot, too bad she makes me fucking sick’?

 “I will inform each of you at any time that you have taken time away from the class.” He continued with his introductory monologue. “I will keep a running tally of any infractions week by week. Each week, when Friday arrives, any of you owing time to the class will be given the choice of the equivalent in hours of detention to be served over the following week or of repaying the debt in written work, which I will assign weekly for the occasion.

 If the written work is not turned in, or is not satisfactory, then the penalty doubles. If the total is more than can be repaid in a week…namely five hours of detention, which, for those who may not be keeping up with me, is five minutes of time owed…we will have to explore other options, not excluding days of in-school suspension…but no one in this room is going to rack up that kind of time. Are they? ”

Around the room, heads shake in a silent and unanimous ‘No’.

Alright, so he’s tough but he’s not unreasonable. He left everyone a way out, a fucking choice. He may not be a complete asshole. The jury is still out. Why is the jury even in deliberation? What is it about him that is even prompting me to consider him as anything? That fact alone, that I even find myself giving this guy the benefit of any doubt at all; it bugs me, it’s not right. What the fuck is it that speaks from behind his eyes and why the fuck do I find myself even wondering?

“I consider our time and our work in this class to be infinitely valuable. You all show a similar attitude and there will be no need for detentions or additional writing assignments.”

He took a deep breath, exhaled with a ‘whew’, and continued.

“Alright, now that the unpleasantness of laying the ground rules is behind us, let’s get right to the important stuff, textbooks and…attendance.” He rolled his eyes skyward slightly as he spoke the word, attendance. “ When I call your name, come here to the desk and retrieve your textbook from me. I tender these books to your care for the duration of the school year. They will be returned at the end of the school year in the same condition. I don’t need to tell you how I am going to treat any one of you who disrespects a book. Do I?”

Heads again shake throughout the room, this time with an emphatic ‘No’.

“If I don’t call your name, ignore everything I have said thus far and buy a map because you are in the wrong class and, around here, that can only mean that you are completely lost…in the wrong school and the wrong town entirely…Maya Adams, come on down.”

The whole room twitters quietly as ‘Morgan’ fidgets and seems to shrink a little in her seat. You’d think they’d have expected it, I mean, c’mon… how fucking simple are these kids?

“Oh, I see…Why, Miss Fairchild, I am appalled…and to think I almost asked you for your autograph.”

He threw her a beckoning wave as he shook his head with a bit of laughter around his next words.

“Aww, c’mon down here and get your book, Maya. Don’t worry, it is only Tuesday and it is the first day of school. Keep your ears open for that bell from here on out and we will see what Friday brings; you may get off with only a small extra writing assignment…Truce?”

After Maya had gotten her book, he continued through the class, name by name, until…the inevitable that I’ve been dreading…

“Simon Peters…”

As I stand to walk up and retrieve my book, one of the fucking mindless satellites from Maya’s group feels compelled to try to establish his superiority. I think his name is Jim. I’m not sure, its not like I was fucking paying attention to that.

“Loser.” He fake coughs into his sleeve, loudly enough for all to hear.

The quiet and spontaneous laughter falls to a hush as soon as I stop, turn, and reply.

“That is derision, you fucking dumbass.” 

The asshole just stares stupidly at me for a moment. I have no choice but to continue.

“What’s wrong, you simple fuck? You obviously understand derision, you’re fucking doing it, so you must fucking understand it. Is dumbass too tough a nut for you to crack?…I’ll make it real fucking simple for ya sphincter boy…” 

I don’t have to add any more, it seems he finally understands what I’m saying…it’s about fucking time.

“I’m gonna fuckin’ crush you” He bellows, starting to rise from his seat.

I’m over the row of desks and pounding on him before he finishes his threat.

Mr. C pulled me off him in seconds. 

When he pulled me away, my impression about the steel in him was confirmed beyond question. I landed a few punches on him and even kicked him a few times before I realized it was him and not some of Jim’s friends. He didn’t notice; even his jaw is like a fucking brick wall. 

With one hand wrapped up in a twisted fold of my jacket, he lifted my feet off the ground more like a machine than a man. There is no yielding in that arm. There is no fucking yielding in this man.

He has his other hand on Jim but he really doesn’t need to. That dumb fuck isn’t hungry for any more right now.

He stands there between us, holding me in the air, as if he were still standing in front of the class and handing out textbooks, like it ain’t no thing. 

“Are you alright?” He asked, looking at Jim’s bloodied face.

 
Jim nodded his head sheepishly up and down.

“Go to the boy’s room and clean yourself up.” He said. “Get back in here as soon as you’re done and, if you need any patching up, I’ll send you to the nurse. If anyone asks, you fell…unless, of course, you want to start the school year off with a one-week suspension. That is the automatic for fighting…for both of you.”

Jim again nodded his head and walked out of the stunned room. Mr. C looked at me, still dangling in the mechanical grip of his right hand.

“Are you alright?” 

“Fucking marvelous.” …Now why did I have to go and say that?

 
Fuck it, I guess. It isn’t like I can get in any more fucking trouble than I’m already in. I hit a fucking teacher…again. Expulsion here I come…Again. Handcuffs and fucking bars await…AGAIN.

“I mean, can I put you down now?” 

There is no trace of a smile in his voice or on his face but I could swear that his eyes are fucking rolling on the floor and scream laughing. 

I’m not sure at this moment if he’s secretly laughing at me in scorn or not. I still haven’t figured out how much of an asshole he is going to be. Is he just another of the endless line of fucking assholes that handles me and my goddamned file like I’m no more to them than the weight of the fucking papers in it or is he going to be one of the special motherfuckers who takes a great deal of pleasure in fucking me over?

He doesn’t wait for an answer from me. He lowers me back to my own two feet and waves his hand toward my desk.

“I think that it is best if you just stay there for the rest of the class. After the bell, stay put. We need to talk.”  He walked to his desk and returned to mine. “Here is your textbook.”

With that, he resumed class as if nothing had happened. I don’t quite understand this; it doesn’t figure, doesn’t fucking fit. 

This isn’t how it works, Mr. C. You don’t keep me after class. You fucking throw me out. It doesn’t matter where you throw me out to, whether it’s ‘the office’ or a long fucking list of offices…it all leads the same way…in fucking custody. I get delivered by the fucking cops back to the fucking state…they find one fucking shithole or another to fucking throw me in…and at every fucking stop along the way, some fucking asshole tries to look important and fucking concerned while they look at my fucking file and they shake their fucking heads and throw up their fucking hands and say “What’s wrong with you? We’re only trying to help.” That’s fucking how it works…Fuck them. 

Dipshit returned as Mr. C was finishing the attendance and the distribution of the textbooks. He doesn’t even fucking look at me but I know there’s going to be more trouble coming soon enough. There has to be; that’s just fucking how it works.

“One last thing.” Mr. C again addressed the class. “Tonight’s homework…I want one paragraph from each of you handed in tomorrow. No need to go crazy with it, it is just a paragraph…you should all know already what that entails; one topic sentence followed by a few sentences in support of that idea. It doesn’t matter what topic you choose, pick whatever you like and write four or more sentences.”

He looked again at the clock.

“The bell will be ringing shortly.” He said. “The floor is open for questions. Otherwise, pack up your books and get ready to go. Our journey together begins tomorrow.”
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The classroom is empty except for the two of us. 

Mr. C walked to the door and closed it…forcefully. A small group of students who had just walked out and were too fucking curious for their own good scurried away from the sound of that door slamming and the fucking black look on his face as he slammed it. 

Here it comes…now’s where he’s gonna lay his fucking cards on the table…Alright motherfucker, what’s it gonna fucking be? 

“Theatrics, Simon.” He said, as though he’d read my thoughts, turning to his desk and sitting on the front of it. “ I can’t have every student who was just in that class thinking anything other than that you are hearing the mother of all ass-chewings in here or it will be total anarchy in my classroom…not that this morning didn’t come pretty damn close to that.”

I stared at my desk but kept a studying and wary eye on him through my hair. What the fuck is he up to? He remained seated on his desk, speaking in his calm, even voice.

“You’re staying with the Fishers, aren’t you?” He asked. “I just moved here this summer myself. I’ve only met them a few times but they seem like a very nice old couple. Are they treating you okay?”

I nodded my head slightly.

“Good.” He said. “Good. It isn’t everyday that a kid with your record gets lucky enough to land in a place like this.” 

He put a little too much fucking emphasis on his enunciation of the word, record. That goddamned file of mine that everybody is always talking about really fucking pisses me off.

“What the fuck does that fucking pile of papers tell anyone about me!” 

Sonofabitch…the fucker just baited me out with that…didn’t he?

“Not a damn thing.” He answered. “Unfortunately, that pile of papers is going to keep dogging you and getting bigger and bigger until it breaks you. Today was a few more papers added to that pile…at least it would have been. It won’t be if I can help it.”

“What…you want some kinda fucking medal?…Don’t do me any favors. I don’t want them. I don’t fucking need them. I take care of me.”

“No Simon, I’m not doing you any favors. I’m doing my job. I get the impression that most everyone you’ve dealt with has probably used the words ‘I’m just doing my job’ to excuse their conscience from the guilt of having not done their job…I am here to do my job. The simple fact is, however, that what I said to all of you in class is the absolute truth…I can only show you the path. It is up to you to walk the path.”

“Don’t give me that fucking ShintoBuddhistTaoConfucius Kung-Fu Jedi mindfuck bullshit!”

“Honestly, I can’t recall for certain where that one originates. I’m pretty sure it was the Buddha…But it doesn’t really matter who says it. It matters who hears it.”

He paused before continuing.

“You’ve read Eastern philosophy?” He asked, adding. “You’ve read a whole lot more than that, I bet.”

I again allowed a slight nod. I’m a little proud of the only thing I’ve ever had that no one else could ever touch, could ever take away from me…knowledge. Libraries are free and there’s at least one in every city…they even had one in fucking juvie. The books have always been there for me; the books never fuck me over. The words are the words. They mean what they mean. 

“Look Simon, it’s like this.” He said. “I’ve seen your test scores. I see you sitting here. I hear what few words you’ve spoken. The fact is…you have hit it lucky in some sort of cosmic lottery.”

“Lucky!?!” I almost broke into a scream. “Well I guess when you were reading over my fucking test scores in that beautiful fucking file of mine you must have glossed over a few other fucking points Bright Boy…Lucky! Yeah…Fucking charmed life I lead!”

He waited calmly for silence to return…no reaction. It’s like he expects everything before it comes, like he knows something that no one else knows.

His placid implacability is fucking contagious. He began speaking again when I calmed down. 

“When I say lucky, I mean that you have been lucky enough to be graced with the one thing that can best raise you up out of the Hell you started in.

Do you even know how intelligent you are?

Less than one percent of the people on this planet even have the ability to think at the level that you can. 

Do you realize what that means for you?

You have an incredible gift. You need only to accept it and make good use of it.”

I really didn’t know. I figured I was smart but hell…doesn’t everybody think they’re pretty fucking smart?

“Do you remember that long test you took in juvie?” He continued. “…the one with a whole lotta sections and a stopwatch timing each section. Well, it was your score on that test that’s largely responsible for you being released early and sent here to live with the Fishers. You have been given an opportunity here to make some major changes.”

He paused, giving me a moment to digest before again continuing.

“You have the brains to become anything you want to in this world. You are not going to get that chance if you can’t get past everything else that’s in that skull of yours. The system will beat you down if you let it. You will beat you down if you let you.

 Right now…in this place…this school…this town…that house…the only things that you have to be angry at or to hate are the ghosts in your own head. The only enemy that can hurt you now is the one inside of you. You have to find your way through it Simon.”

How the fuck is a guy supposed to answer that? I just stared at my desk, numb.

“What class are you supposed to be in this period?” He asked after a short silence, standing up from the front of his desk and settling into his chair. “I’ll write you a late pass.”

“Study hall.” I said. “Room 103.”

“You can stay here until the bell and get yourself together to face the rest of the day if you’d rather. I’ll just be sitting here reading.”

I shrugged my shoulders and opened up my library copy of Hamlet. Shakespeare took some getting used to but he sure is worth the read once you get there.

“One more thing and then I’ll leave you to your thoughts.” He said. “ I can only cover your ass just so much. Anything like this morning goes down again and I’m not going to be able to keep you from being kicked out of this school and sent right back into the system. 

If you find yourself in a place where you want someone to talk to…my door is open. Take it for what you will, Simon but…when you are ready; I will do everything I can to help you find your way.”

He looked down to the book on his desk for a moment before looking back up at me and adding.

“Oh, and…when you get a moment, why don’t you look over your left shoulder and give that some thought.”

He turned his attention down to the open book on his desk. 

I mulled over my situation, his words, the foreign atmosphere of this town, this school, and the way things had been for me the past few days…but mostly I tried to get a solid bead on Mr. C.

What the hell is he up to? What the fuck is his motive? What is his fucking game? Why did he stick his neck out for me? What the fuck is in it for him? 

His eyes match his words…all of them. Is he just that good at faking it? Behind his eyes, there is still that something dark…and it is bad, powerfully bad…like something in him is barely chained down and really fucking wants out. 

Hamlet isn’t really the best choice for me to be reading right now. My mind just isn’t on it. I closed that and checked out my English book to see what that had to offer, not really paying much attention to the book with my mind on everything else. 

I glanced through my hair at him a few times and saw that he hadn’t looked up from his reading. 

Turning my head a little, I look over my left shoulder and there, on the wall a little above me, is another of the hanging posters. Pretty damned small print for a poster…

“We have not even to risk the adventure alone, For the heroes of all time have gone before us. The Labyrinth is thoroughly known. We have only to follow the thread of the hero path and where We had thought to find an abomination, We shall find a god. Where We had thought to slay another, We shall slay ourselves. Where We had thought to travel outward, We shall come to the center of our own existence. Where We had thought to be alone, We shall be with all the world.” 

…Now, there’s a thinker; what the hell is he getting at with that?

When I got up at the bell to leave the room, Mr. C stopped me at the door. He had a few more words for me.

“Simon, this place is different; the other kids here…they don’t really know any world outside of this immediate area. They’ve never even imagined the Hell that you’ve known.

That shit with Jimmy this morning would have ended when you said derision…if you’d just kept walking; his ass had already been kicked at that point.

If you are ever going to have a chance in life, you have to let go of where you have been and look around at where you are.”

I nodded my head a little and walked out.

I put my English book in my locker along with Hamlet and grabbed an anthology of Vonnegut’s short stories in case I needed some reading in my next class. I’m never without a book if I can help it.

I closed my locker and turned around…right into Jimmy. 

My right fist had already balled up and started to swing before I even fucking realized it. I don’t know how I stop it from finishing…but I do.

Jimmy had been startled, jumping backward at the flash of my fist starting upward. As it was coming back to my side, he smiled in nervous relief, panic still in his eyes.

“Whoa, whoa, easy, Simon.” He said, his harmlessly nervous smile trying to stay on his fucking simple, confused face.

What am I?…A horse? This is fucking ridiculous.

“Maya was tellin’ me las period that I got jus what I deserved fer bein’ a asshole.” Jimmy was half mumbling and looking from me to his shoes, to me, to his shoes…“Well, she had a perty good point. I jus wantud tuh tell ya I was sorry, didn’ mean no big deal er nuthin’. I was jus screwin’ with ya an’ I shoulda knew better then tuh be like that to ya on yer firs day here.”

He held his hand out toward me.

“No hard feelun’s?”

His hand hung there in front of me. 

What in the hell is this place? What in the fuck is wrong with these kids?

So…I have to fucking look at where I am, do I Mr. C?…well, what the fuck, it can’t hurt anything…so I shake Jimmy’s offered hand and walk to class, wondering if I’m caught in the Twilight Zone…weird as hell around here.
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