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For Corey, who never meant to kick that teacher



and for all the “secret readers”
who are sitting in school
keeping their intelligence to themselves




CHAPTER 1

BEECHER AT THE LIBRARY

I SEEN MISS BEECHER TODAY AT THE LIBRARY CHECKING OUT A old lady’s book. She had her head tipped down so I couldn’t see her face real good but I knew it was Beecher on account of her hair is the exact same color as a car I stole once. Bronze metallic. Beecher doesn’t look like a regular librarian but at least she didn’t look like she was falling off a cliff the way she did most of the time back when she was trying to be a teacher.

I didn’t go all the way inside the library, just stood in the doorway waiting for Letty and Juanito to finish listening to the story lady, but Juanito saw me and he yelled, “Eddie!” I quick looked at Beecher to see if she heard Juanito holler my name because if Beecher looked at me, then I would nod, maybe say, “Hey, how’s it going.” But she was busy helping another old lady find her library card so I ducked out.

First time I saw Beecher, I thought, Oh great, another one of those Peace Corps people with their organic shoes and their tofu sandwiches and their posters showing how important it is to save the whales and the rain forests and the baby seals and me and all the other semi-literate at-risk underprivileged economically deprived youth at the alt school who don’t really give a shit about getting an education because what difference would it make if we did. We’d still be us. We’d still be freaks and losers except we’d be freaks and losers with educations, so we’d understand exactly what we couldn’t have.

The day Beecher showed up at our English class, Edgar Martinez asked how long had she been a teacher. We knew Beecher was virgin the second she started to answer the question because the old teachers know better than to leave themselves open like that. Beecher told us she was going through a program for alternative certification because she didn’t decide to become a teacher until after she already graduated college. So she said we had something in common because she was an alternative teacher and we were alternative students. For like two seconds, I started to fall for that idea, but I caught myself in time.

I don’t miss Beecher or nothing, but at least she was better than the guy we have now who is a total pathetic pussy who wears pink glasses. He thinks if he tells us four hundred times a day that he went to Stanford University, then we’ll appreciate what a big sacrifice he’s making to be a teacher who gets paid crap and works in a place that looks worser than Juárez. He thinks we’ll like him for devoting his life to helping disadvantaged kids become successful, productive members of society but we mostly think he’s a pinche dick-head. At least if he was driving around in a cool car with a hot stereo and a shiny rich girl in the jump seat, we could be jealous and hate him and maybe we would jack him up and take his car, but now we hate him worser because he could of had all that stuff and he was too stupid to take it, so now nobody has it. If he really wanted to help kids who didn’t have his advantages, he could of saved up his giant allowance and got his parents to buy him a real expensive car and then he could of just came here and gave us the money and the car. He could of even sold lottery tickets. I bet a lot of kids would go to school if they might win twenty bucks or a car just for showing up. But he blew it. How can you respect a teacher who wasn’t even smart enough to figure that out?

Beecher didn’t try to pretend she didn’t appreciate her nice easy white-girl life. And she wasn’t scared of us like most of the lady teachers are even though she’s skinny enough that you could probably pick her up and throw her down the stairs real easy. And she didn’t try to feed us all that crap about how useful our education was going to be someday, like how we would need algebra to figure out how many square feet of carpet we need in our living room because everybody knows that we’ll be renting some crappy apartment our whole life and even if we could buy a house, measuring the carpet is the carpet guy’s job and he probably has a calculator.

The first day when nobody would open their grammar books to the page number she wrote on the board, Beecher didn’t even yell. She just sat down on the edge of her desk, still holding her book, and looked around the room. Not with mean eyes. More like she was surprised that we weren’t all following her. Like if a mother duck turned around and instead of waddling along in that nice neat little line, the baby ducks were running all over the place where they could get lost or killed so easy.

“Wouldn’t it make more sense to exert a little effort and get through this material quickly, so we can move on to something more interesting and relevant to your lives?” Beecher asked us.

“Oh yeah. Ha!” T.J. Ritchie laughed his hard dirty laugh. “Like how to sell more crack?” T.J. is big, really big, probably seven feet tall, and he doesn’t give a shit about anything. Usually new teachers give T.J. that look that says you’re a stupid nothing loser and someday you’ll be sorry you wasted your pitiful little life. Or they send him to the office or else just ignore him, but Beecher hooked her hair behind her ear with her finger like she does when she’s thinking and said, “You’re a drug dealer?”

T.J. shook his head and made check-her-out faces at his friends and they were all like, Duh. Beecher walked over and opened the door. “Then you might as well go.” She flung her arm out into the hallway.

“You can’t kick me out,” T.J. said. “I didn’t do nothing.”

“I’m not kicking you out,” Beecher said. “I want you to stay. But if you want to be a criminal, I can’t help you.”

“I don’t need your help, lady. You think you’re all better than us but you’re not.”

“I absolutely do not believe I am better than you.” Beecher shook her head and her hair sort of shimmered around her ears. “I can understand perfectly well how a person might decide to reject capitalism and corporate corruption and choose a criminal career over a traditional education.”

By this time, T.J. and everybody else was just staring at Beecher like she needed to get real, but she kept on talking. Her voice is thick and smooth like a talk show lady and she has this way of saying stuff that sticks in your brain afterwards and plays back even when you aren’t thinking about it, like those TV commercials that get stuck in your head and drive you loco.

“You and I have different ethics and values, Mr. Ritchie,” Beecher said. “I choose to live within the law because I could never survive being incarcerated, but if you don’t mind risking your freedom in pursuit of a life that offers you fulfillment, that is your choice. However, analyzing literature will not help you be a more successful drug dealer, which is why I suggest that if you seriously wish to pursue that avenue, you focus your efforts on your criminal career. The sooner you start, the better chance you have of being successful—until you are incarcerated or killed.”

T.J. didn’t say anything for a minute and he probably would have let it slide except this one girl giggled, so he had to say, “Whatever.” Then I think Beecher realized you should never talk that long to a kid like T.J. because she closed the door real quiet and folded her arms and looked around at the rest of us.

“That goes for everybody,” she said. “If you truly didn’t want to be here, you wouldn’t be. And I am not foolish enough to think I can make you do anything. So we won’t even pretend that you have to do the assignments. And I would prefer not to have this discussion again.”

We didn’t have that discussion again, but we had a lot of other ones that the school board wouldn’t have liked even though they are usually pretty desperate for teachers because New Mexico is like forty-nine out of fifty when it comes to how dumb and fucked-up the students are and how backwards the school board is and how fast the teachers give up and go away. If we lived in one of those smart states like New York or California, there would probably be a whole lot of teachers like Beecher, and she wouldn’t even have to worry about getting fired for being a liberal intellectual.

One thing about Beecher I remember the most is that she would look you right in the eye when she was talking to you and you could tell she wasn’t thinking bad things about you, even if you just said something real stupid or pronounced a word wrong when you were reading out loud. Like if you were reading something about trains and you said DEE-POT instead of DEE-POE, she wouldn’t let anybody laugh at you. She would just wait until you were done reading and then she would say, “Has anybody ever been to a train depot?” and she would pronounce it the right way to let you know how you were supposed to say it. The other teachers would jump on that wrong word and pronounce it the right way the second you said it wrong because even though they went to college and we didn’t, they always have to show how smart they are. But Beecher was too busy trying to show us how smart we were instead of how smart she was, so by the time we wised up to how smart she was, she was already gone.


CHAPTER 2

GETTING RID OF A TEACHER

AT BRIGHT HORIZONS, IT’S PRETTY EASY TO GET RID OF A teacher. All you got to do is get a few kids to pretend the teacher inspired you to turn over a new leaf and live up to your potential and appreciate the opportunity to get a free education. That teacher will get so psyched about being your mentor and role model that they’ll answer any questions you ask them, even if you slip in a question about evolution or gay marriage. Then you pretend like you just love going to school because you’re learning so much and you talk about your cool teacher at home and all the parents get so excited they look like they’re going to pass out. Then you repeat what the teacher said about evolution or gays in front of the right kid’s parents, like those Anglos who have those little blue and white signs with the Ten Commandments sticking up in their front yard, and—boom!—that teacher is history.

We didn’t even have to pretend we liked Beecher to get her to say stuff she could get fired for. Like when Joey Dinwiddie said he and his girl were going to get married, Beecher said, “I bet you think if you get married, you’ll be able to have sex every day.” Joey laid back in his chair and puffed up his chest. “Damn right,” he said with his big talking-about-pussy grin.

“I hate to disappoint you,” Beecher said, “but getting married is the best way to make sure you don’t have sex every day. If you don’t believe me, go home and ask your father.”

Everybody started making kissing noises and shouting out stuff about sex and a bunch of kids stood up and did some air-humping. Beecher held up her hands and said, “You children obviously are not mature enough to be sexually active. If your only goal when you have sex is to experience an orgasm, then you are masturbating on other people. You would do better to have sex with yourself. No danger of disease, no possible pregnancy—and no broken hearts.”

Kids started screaming their heads off as soon as Beecher said masturbate. Beecher didn’t even blush. She just waited until the screaming died down. Then she said, “My point exactly. If you cannot say the words penis, vagina, breast, orgasm, and masturbation without giggling and blushing, then you are not mature enough to have sex.”

Somebody ratted out Beecher for telling us to masturbate. Teeny White who works as a student clerk in the office said she saw Beecher go into Mrs. Nichols’s office and Teeny could hear Nichols hollering and when Beecher came out it looked like she was crying. But there’s so many pregnant girls in our school that they can’t fire anybody for talking about sex because then it would get in the papers and the parents in this town freak out totally if they even see the words sex and school on the same page.

Mrs. Nichols visited our class the next day and sat in the back and wrote a bunch of notes and we figured Beecher was history but nothing happened. We couldn’t figure it. Beecher isn’t local, so she couldn’t have cousins on the school board and nobody in her family is a county commissioner. Usually it only takes a month to get rid of a new teacher. Two minutes is our all-time record. But if they make it to the end of first quarter, they usually last a whole year. Beecher was still going strong by Halloween and we started to think she might make it, but then she read us this story the day before Halloween. It was just one of those dumb ghost stories that are supposed to be spooky and scary but only little kids are scared of them. Beecher lit candles and turned out the lights and put on some weird, spaced-out music. It was actually pretty interesting and everybody was kind of getting into it, but about halfway through the story, Beecher read the word damn or hell or something like that. Nothing, really. Not even a real swearword. But this is Rosablanca, so when we came back to school the next day, T.J. Ritchie’s mom ran screaming into the principal’s office and said Beecher was preaching Satanism and T.J. had been traumatized by the experience.

I heard it all because me and Jaime Sanchez were outside the main entrance trying to jack the change out of the pay phone. I seen Beecher going into Mrs. Nichols’s office and then the bell rang and we went to class and everybody was psyched because we didn’t have a teacher. Then this counselor showed up and took roll and started talking about how much more money we’d make in our life if we graduated from high school instead of dropping out. I wondered what that counselor would say if I told him that T.J. Ritchie already makes a lot more money than he does and T.J. don’t pay no taxes on it, neither.

Beecher showed up about ten minutes before the bell rang, but she didn’t say anything, just collected all her stuff. Her eyes were all red from crying. The counselor smiled real cheesy at Beecher and ducked out and we just sat there so quiet I could hear the clock above the door that only has a minute hand and stutters just like Jerome Harding. T-tick t-tick t-tick. The ticking made me think about when Beecher said the most important thing she could teach us was to choose how to spend our time because your time is your life.

After Beecher had gathered up her stuff and walked over to the door, she turned around and opened her mouth part-ways like she was going to say something. I thought maybe she was going to say it was no big deal and she would see us in the morning, but she didn’t. She just hooked her hair behind her ears with her fingers and looked at us all, one kid at a time. I thought she might skip over T.J. Ritchie, but she didn’t. She looked at him exactly as long as she looked at me and her face didn’t change. I thought she would of changed her face a little bit when she looked at me.

Nobody said anything, not even the kiss-ass girls. I almost said something. I almost said, “Hasta luego,” but I didn’t because one little thing like that is enough to make a teacher think you care whether they live or die. If they think you give one little shit about them, they start working on you, trying to wear you down. Tell me your story, they say, I want to help you but I can’t help you if you don’t let me. Just tell me the truth. They think they want to know the truth. They think they can handle it. But they can’t even handle the easy shit like how come Joey Dinwiddie’s brother got straight A’s and a full ride to some college out in Oklahoma where they promised him he’d be the starting quarterback but he sat on the bench for two years with the only other black kid on the team and watched dumb white farmers fumble every play until he got disgusted and came home. He didn’t waste his education or anything. He got a job coaching at the regular high school, but if a really smart kid like Dinwiddie couldn’t make it, then what kind of chance is there for us regular everyday losers. None of the teachers ever has a good answer to the Dinwiddie question because there isn’t one. That’s just the way it is. Beecher might of thought of something, but by the time she showed up, Joey was tired of telling that story and the rest of us were tired of hearing it.

Every once in a while, when a teacher is too dense to get the message that they’re not really here to teach, they’re just here to fill in the roll sheets so the alt school won’t lose its funding and the regular school won’t have to deal with us, Denny Clodfelter pretends like he’s real interested in reading the stupid stories in our literature book. He even volunteers to read out loud, which just about makes the English teacher pee her pants. Then, after the teacher gets all excited about finding a punk who appreciates literature, Denny will stop reading one day right in the middle of some story and he’ll say, “You know, after your dad breaks a two-by-four across your face and you have to go around for the rest of your life looking like a flat-faced heifer, you just can’t care about reading these stories. Like you can’t get excited about some idiot who sells his fancy watch to buy some hair combs for his wife except she sold her hair to buy him a chain for his watch. Besides, that whole story is just bogus because who would want to buy some old used hair anyway.”

I bet somebody would buy Beecher’s hair, though, even if it was used because it’s so shiny like it has a million candles lit inside it. When she was standing in the doorway, trying to feel some kind of goodbye from us, I thought about giving her my journal that I never turned in after she asked us to write one important thing from our life. I wrote like six pages about how it feels to be a eight-year-old kid who idolizes his older cousin so much and how exciting it was when he finally let me ride with him one night and what a thrill it was to drink a cold cerveza and smoke a Marlboro with my arm leaning out the window of that car with the killer speakers and chrome spinners. And how it felt to watch my cousin get out of the car and leave the engine running and walk up and knock on this kid’s door and then blow the kid’s face off the second he opened the door and how I shit my pants and sat in it all the way home, smelling the stink of hopelessness that hung around my life.

I didn’t give Beecher my journal, though. I figured she already had enough stuff to make her feel bad. Now she’ll probably go teach some Indian kids on a reservation in Arizona like she used to talk about sometimes. It’ll probably be easier out there. I don’t think they have so much gangs and stuff because they got tribes and drums and sweat lodges. We learned about all that during Native American Heritage Week. Beecher brought in all these Indian stories but she knew we never read our homework so she read us this one story out loud. It was written by this guy named Alexie who is a real Indian, and it was a pretty long story but it wasn’t even boring. It was pretty sad, though, and I know Beecher read it to us because then we would see that our life isn’t so bad because at least we got indoor plumbing and floors instead of just dirt and the government doesn’t try to take away our language anymore.

Maybe those Indian kids will appreciate Beecher. Maybe they’ll like having a teacher that calls up their parents and comes to their house to shake their hands and sit on their falling-apart furniture to show how much she cares. Maybe those kids won’t break the windows in her car while she’s inside their house. They might even like her after a while. But we don’t like that kind of teacher here. We don’t need people feeling sorry for us. We need those hard teachers, the ones who know what it feels like to wake up hungry every day for sixteen years. The ones who catch you all by yourself in the hallway and grab your shirt and slam you up against the wall and say, “You’re such a fucking loser,” and then just drop their hands and shake their heads and walk away. Those kinds of teachers might be able to handle the truth if I ever felt like telling them, but I doubt if I ever will. What difference would it make if I did?
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