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Part 1

Freshman Year








    DEVON UNION HIGH SCHOOL

 “High Standards in All Fields”

 

Student: Jackson, Agnes

Year: Freshman

 

FALL ACADEMIC SCHEDULE

 

Homeroom: Homeroom: Ellis: Woodshop

Period 1: Woodshop: Ellis: Woodshop

Period 2: English 100: Smith: 101

Period 3: Lunch: Staff: Cafeteria

Period 4: Algebra: TBA

Period 5: World Civ I: TBA

Period 6: Earth Science: Earth Science Lab

Period 7: Study Hall: Staff: Study Hall








   I Am

 

On the first day of ninth grade English our teacher, Mr. Smith,
has us write “I Am” poems.  Each line starts with the phrase
“I am…” and we fill in the rest of the sentence.

I am beautiful.

I am powerful beyond measure.

I am the instrument of my own success.

My inclination is to write This is Stupid.  This is
Childish, This is a Waste of Time, thus becoming the first
person at Devon Union High School to fail on their first day.

New year.  First day.  Be honest, I tell
myself.  Trust the assignment.

I am mediocre.

I am bored.

I am waiting to be inspired.

I am afraid this is all there is.

I am unable to let myself be vulnerable.

I am sad.

My former best friend Sophie MacDonald writes This is not
poetry.  In the spirit of egalitarianism Mr. Smith hangs
them all up, even Sophie’s.  When we come in the next day
someone has written below the last line of mine.

I am retarded.

 

On the first day of Algebra we write hand poems.  They
aren’t really poems.  Fingers wide, we trace our hand on
paper.  In each finger we write something about
ourselves.  Most kids write basketball or
friends.  It’s not really math, but after English it
seems to be what high school is about.  In the corner a few
kids laugh when they get to the middle finger.  A minute later
the teacher takes a paper away and gives the boy a new one.

Looking down at my hand, I can’t think of anything to write.

It’s the start of high school and I can count my strengths and
interests on no hands.

 

On the first day of History we make a personal coat of
arms.  We actually learn a little history.  As the
teacher passes out the worksheet he explains that different coats
of arms had different shapes, mostly depending on geography and
time period.  The words “heraldry” and “medieval” are used,
but details and significance of this factoid are lost in the
ensuing scramble for the colored pencil bin.

On the paper is the outline of a shield.  This outline is
divided into four quadrants, each of which we are to put something
that symbolizes us.  Anyone coming into our castle—our family
manor—would see what us Johnsons stand for from this display. 
My father is out of work and my mother never worked and I’m an only
child and I think I have thick ankles.  In the end it is a
different version of the hand-turkey.  Seeking inspiration
from color I approach the colored pencil bin that sits near-empty
on a table at the front of the room.  The oranges and browns
are gone as I see people busily drawing basketballs and footballs,
while several other kids hoard the pastels.  All that remains
are broken pencils and a single red.  I take it.

Return to my seat.

I draw myself.

In each of the four boxes I use the single red pencil to draw a
different view of myself.  Front view.  Side view. 
Back view.  Top view.

Self reflection is big in high school.  The more true to
the assignment I am, the more I feel like a failure.

 

On the first day of Earth Science we plant a seed in a pot and
set it by the window.

“As you tend to it this seed will represent your growth,” our
teacher says.

I have a bad feeling about it.  The next day five pots have
been knocked over, but not mine. 

Hope remains.








   Woodshop

 

“Agnes Jackson,” Mr. Ellis barks. 

Until Mr. Ellis’ voice cuts through my daydream, I am looking up
School Street as it stretches away from the tall window of the
shop.  The big maples that line the road drop their leaves,
leaving them to scrape along the patchy school lawn.  The
Devon School is up that hill, beyond the curve, its neat brick
buildings dotting the faultless lawns, students holding field
hockey sticks and maroon binders in their clean hands.  
They are starting their freshman year in high school with their
future ahead of them.  I, on the other hand, am holding two
long blocks of wood that have been glued together, waiting to be
made into a decorative half-spindle. 

I startle, glance at Mr. Ellis’ snarl and straighten
up. 

“It’s your turn at the lathe,” he says, looking up from his
work.

Flustered, I set my block of wood tightly in the lathe with my
long fingers, nails bitten, and proceed to butcher it at a great
speed.  My height requires that I lean down—I am taller than
most of the boys in the class—and while I shape this block my
glasses slide down again and again.  Focusing on the task at
hand, I can’t push my glasses back up my nose.  I won‘t wear
the safety goggles Mr. Ellis left by the shop door because they’re
scratched up and the straps are all stretched out anyway.  I
don’t like Woodshop but the school board requires it—even for
students who will never work in a mill—even though all of the mills
have closed.  My time at the lathe is longer than I want—I
want to not be there at all—but it’s required to pass the
course. 

Done. 

My block is basically round, with decorative nicks and burn
marks.  The char of burning wood hangs in the air. 
Again, Mr. Ellis looks up and at me.  Putting the chisel away,
I touch the tip of the blade and burn my finger.  Mr. Ellis
frowns at me, seeing me pull my hand back sharply. 

Mr. Ellis is missing the index finger on his left hand. 
It’s a cliché, the woodshop teacher missing a digit, but DU travels
in clichés. He is sixty, and never uses safety glasses or ear
plugs.  Every day he wears a blue work shirt and matching blue
Dickies, with a darker blue shop coat over it all.  From his
deep coat pockets he takes carpenter pencils, unused ear plugs,
drill bits, rubber bands to serve as hair ties, or used
tissues.  The woodshop is cold, and the collar of his thermal
shirt sticks visibly above his top button like a weed from a stone
wall.  With a stoop in his back from bending over lathes his
entire career and a smoker’s gravel in his voice, he asks, “Are you
going to do more on the lathe?”

“Why?” I reply. 

Another student is already sliding into place behind
me. 

Everyone needs the lathe, but we have only one that works. 
Two more lathe carcasses lay nearby, cannibalized for parts. 
Even if I want to do more, I would have to wait for another turn;
Jesse Bouvier, tightening his piece into place, will not give up
his turn unless Mr. Ellis specifically demands it. 

“I took a block of wood and made it round,” I say.Looking
through glasses speckled with saw dust, I hold up my recently
minted and slightly chipped dowel.  “I’m a woodworking
goddess.”

Mr. Ellis looks at me, and, as usual, does not smile.

“Apparently, even goddesses make mistakes,” he says.

Several people around Mr. Ellis’ desk laugh.  Because there
are only four machines—lathe, table saw, band saw and drill
press—the other sixteen students wait, bored.  As first
quarter ends—with one hundred and twenty three days left to go—we
all need the machines.  Four of us work and sixteen wait.

“I like the simplicity,” I say, holding the dowel behind my
back, more to hide my hands than my shoddy workmanship.

“You’re simple,” a student rings out.  Repetition with a
twist is what passes for wit at Devon Union High School.  I
smile out of a girl’s survivor instinct, and say nothing.

 “Simplicity is an important aesthetic,” Mr. Ellis grunts,
ignoring the comment.  “But I’m supposed to make sure you know
how to use the lathe.”  Eying the clock, there are
twenty-three minutes before I leave for English 100.  Behind
me the lathe starts with the low warble of a slightly off-center
block, and as Jesse puts the chisel to his block of wood I can no
longer hear anything Mr. Ellis says.








 

   English 100

 

Upstairs is my first project for woodshop—a box.  Mr. Ellis
starts every class, every year, with the box.  It allows him
to see our dexterity with tools and ability to plan.  If
you can’t make a box, how can you make anything else? he asks
rhetorically to no one in particular as he walks around us busy
worker bees.  Extolling the simple perfection of a
box—structurally, usefully, metaphysically—we spend four weeks
learning to believe that our finished empty box holds everything we
need to know about life.  Made of pine, the sides and bottom
held together with wood glue and 6d finishing nails, heads set and
covered with wood putty, mine has a simple lid that slides into
position and holds a single item—my acceptance letter to the Devon
School.  That I made a box last September instead of attending
Devon’s freshman orientation is a testament to my family’s lack of
cash and our local economy.

Mr. Ellis is entertaining in his stories, so three or four
students often occupy his desk, most often boys.  He knows
everyone’s father, either from the mills, the dump, or having
taught them years ago.  Most of his stories involve someone
they all know, usually doing something stupid a long time
ago.  For some, he is a surrogate father, a role he accepts
because he knows the kid’s father and that the inconvenience of
this role is nothing compared to the pain those kids feel.  He
knows my father, and why I fear the lathe, so he leaves me
alone.

Each morning, as I leave for school, my father pours he
remaining coffee back into the carafe of the coffee maker.  My
mother makes me a single piece of dry toast, which I grab with my
left hand as I sling my backpack onto my right shoulder. 
Until sixth grade I had eaten cereal while my mother warmed up my
father’s black cup of coffee, and left with some sort of
fruit.  My father had both arms then.  Now it is a slice
of dry toast and tea first thing, a second piece of dry toast as I
leave, then nothing until lunch, where I drink coffee and eat
slices of turkey from a reusable plastic container my mother packed
and put in my backpack while I still slept. 

“What are you reading?” my mother asks. 

I have little to tell her. 

No one reads. 

“Nothing,” I respond.

“Nothing?” she says.

Mom has worried about me since I stopped reading in sixth
grade.  We had a bond; now we can’t relate.

Taking a bite of Dry Toast-Two, I mumble something purposefully
unintelligible.  This is our daily routine, ending with the
slap of the storm door.

 

Through the crumbs I had said, “No.  The book did not
choose me.”

I am mocking our English 100 teacher, Mr. Smith.

We do not choose the book; the book chooses us.

That is what Mr. Smith tells us.

I did not choose Smith’s class; the class chose me.

A bit on the thin side, glasses, thinning hair and a penchant
for bad puns, Mr. Smith looks like someone who coaches the middle
school girls’ basketball team to a mediocre season when no one else
takes the position.  Well, that’s true; he does coach and they
are mediocre.  Wearing a light blue oxford shirt,
loose tie askew, his steady voice calling over the squeaking of
sneakers and bouncing of the ball, Mr. Smith tries to hold players
to a basic offensive and defensive scheme that breaks down each
time the direction of the ball changes.  Parents bully him
from the sidelines.  Every kid plays and they lose because of
it.  His freshman English class is much the same.  Every
kid plays.  He wears the same shirt and tie, even. 
Mediocre.  We lose.

Every few weeks Mr. Smith passes out a new text and, after the
complaining ceases, says, “We do not choose the book; the book
chooses us.”

Groan.

Everyone takes English 100 their freshman year: It’s that Devon
“everybody plays” philosophy at work.  Even if you fail it,
you just take English 200 the next year, hope for the best and
double up on indistinctly titled courses like
Communications or Foundations of Composition and
Literature in an attempt to graduate on time.  Many
people simply drop out.  The drop-out rate at Devon Union High
School (“DU” we fondly call it)is around thirty percent; another
twenty can be counted on to skip on any given day.   This
is not my future, though.  Others believe as much, too. 
English 100 packs the room.  It is literally standing room
only on the first day, until some places on the floor are cleared
to sit on.

Not that Mr. Smith is popular. 

To trim the budget, the school board only approves buying enough
furniture for sixty-five percent of each room’s enrollment under
the theory that a third never shows up.  Very pragmatic,
except freshman courses always hover near capacity as the new wave
of lethargic learners make an attempt to buckle down and fly right
before failing at life.  Entering high school is like a near
death experience; your life flashes before you and you swear you’ll
change, only to do the same dumb stuff a month later.  Mr.
Smith also has the smallest room in the wing, a half-room located
at the end of the English corridor by the stairs where the druggies
hang out.  So, ten kids wind up standing against the wall or
sitting in the aisles.  By the fifty-seventh day of the year,
a few days after the first quarter report cards are sent home, the
room thins out enough for everyone to find a seat.

Instructed to take out A Separate Peace, which half of
the class has forgotten to bring, no one moves in anticipation of
what comes next.

“Let us visit Gene and Phineas,” Mr. Smith says.

Groan.

Mr. Smith’s spends ten minutes settling everybody down,
collecting the few assignments that are done, offering extensions
to a few others, and changing his attendance as more students
trickle in.  Each new student brings a new round of greetings
from friends, making classroom control difficult.  When the
class finally shuts up enough, Mr. Smith again says, “Let us visit
Gene and Phineas.”

Groan.

This is our prompt.  A Separate Peace is a pretty
good novel (from what I’ve read of it), but the groaning and
complaining among those who have not read it is a daily
ritual.  Another five minutes are spent dealing with student
drama—and then there are the excuses of those who did not read it.
 

Do not read it. 

Will not read it.

Do not have the book.

Are in the wrong classroom.

Mr. Smith actually cares about their explanations. 
Everybody plays.  Other teachers ignore the empty, bookless
desktops, or wave off anyone caring enough to explain their lapse
in reading. 

Not Mr. Smith. 

He tries to problem solve, suggesting that people share their
copies of the story.  It worked on the first week, but then
the feeling of fraternity withered.  Friends want to share
with friends, even as neither has a copy.  The sleepers do not
want to move.  My ex-friend Sophie MacDonald wants her own
copy—she has been responsible, has brought her copy, and feels she
deserves her solitude.  I hide my copy—I hide myself—until
everyone works their problems out.  Finally, after another
five minutes of negotiation, just a third of the class has nothing
in front of them.

I deserve better than this, I think and stare into the
pages of the book.

“Please take your feet off of the chair,” Mr. Smith says to
Sophie, a signal that we will begin to talk about the text. 
Sophie complies for the rest of the class period.  Tomorrow
her feet will be on the chair.  She has always been like this,
pushing the teachers and the rules.  Sophie has come back from
summer pale, her hair lank and stringy looking.  She now
dresses in shapeless clothes, grey cardigans and baggy worn
t-shirts with old slogans on them.  Middle school Sophie was a
soccer camp addict, bouncing back to school tan and chirpy in her
hardened, exacting way.  Freshman Sophie scowls, but does not
speak.  Instead, she slowly pulls her feet off the seat in
front of her and slouches, looking bored.  She runs her
thumbnail across her closed book’s pages; a quick zipping
noise.

I miss her.  She was my friend, once.

Then Mr. Smith retells the plot for those who… well, everyone
but Sophie.  These result in what Mr. Smith calls
“snowballs.”  Bored, I write a definition of a snowball on the
vocabulary worksheet I half complete as a snowball rolls out before
us. 


﻿ Snowball: Noun?  A discussion out
of control.  When a connection is made between the material in
class and a student, that student verbalizes the connection. 
A second student connects to the statement of the first.  A
third student then connects to the second student’s comment. 
As more students make connections to the previous statement, the
discussion gets further from the original material being presented
but participation and noise grow. ﻿



 “…So, Phineas and Gene played this game called blitzball,”
Mr. Smith says, “that had no score, no teams, and consisted of
running, passing and tackling.”

“We used to play a game like that at recess,” Student A
says.  He has no book on his desk.

“Remember when Larry got his leg broken in fifth grade,” Student
B says from the back row.

“I broke my jaw at that party last year,” Student C says. 
“That blowout….”

Within twenty seconds, ten separate conversations that have
nothing to do with Phineas, Gene, John Knowles, private schools or
even a ball-centered sport are occurring throughout the room. 
Two or three snowballs result (I had an uncle who lost his
finger in a table saw while up at The School) from the most
basic retelling of the plot.  After five minutes of confusion
about the concept of conflict, someone says something profound
about the text (I thought the kid with the broken leg was an
idiot) but is unable to back it up.

Student D: I thought the kid with the broken leg was an
idiot.

Mr. Smith: Why was he an idiot? 

Student D:

A dumb look stares back at Mr. Smith.

More surprising, there is silence in the classroom.

“He got pushed from the tree,” the student finally says.

“Was it his fault?” Mr. Smith asks. 

Student D:

Clearly, the student had not meant to participate—it just came
out—but a follow up question was clearly violating an unwritten DU
rule: Don’t put students on the spot.

“He shouldn’t have been up there,” someone says from the
side.

I should have said something, I think.

“Yeah,” another voice adds.  “He just wasn’t strong
enough.  Or smart enough to survive.”

“So,” Mr. Smith starts, cautiously, sensing a real dialogue,
“You believe that we are responsible for our own fate…”

“I would have just whaled on Gene…” someone blurts out.

“Did you see the fight outside The Grille last week?”

“I was watching wrestling on Saturday….”

“I’m going up north next Saturday to fish.”

Snowball. 

Mr. Smith believes that a student making the connection between
his own life and the literature is the first step towards the book
choosing him.  Everybody plays.  For that reason he is
tolerant.  We win as a team, and lose as a team. 

Way to go, coach.

It never works.  When first quarter report cards came out
the week before, half of the class fails.  A lot of students
stand around the vending machines and complain about this great
injustice before skipping class.  Sympathetic, Mr. Smith
nevertheless maintains something that resembles standards. 
More seats open up after these failing grades.  Mr. Smith will
not get half of his books back.  It clearly bothers him,
because he knows the school will not replace those texts. 
Before he stops this current snowball, he looks around at the
number of students who do not have their book.  He is patient
as he waits for those books to make their choices.

God bless him.

In the eyes of everyone—blue oxford shirt, lose tie—he is a
lovable loser.  But still a loser.

 

 Sophie MacDonald, class genius, read the book and offers
insights.  The remaining fifteen minutes of class are a
dialogue between Mr. Smith and Sophie.  In her torn jeans
illustrated with disposal pen drawings, she is smart and does not
hesitate to tell others that they are dumb.  How she is able
to do it—openly mock people—and still be well liked, I do not
know.  She judges the rest of the room with her blue eyes
under those dark, long bangs.  On the tips of her sneakers are
written RIGHT and LEFT on the wrong shoes.

Near the end of class Mr. Smith gives us a predictable surprise
quiz.  I need to see if you understand what you’re
reading, he says after his announcement.  He does this
daily, yet half of the class is surprised each time (the half that
has shown up).  I did not read half of the book, but between
the summary and Mr. Smith’s lectures I am good at filling in the
blanks.  That Mr. Smith repeats the five points each class—the
same five points that he then puts as questions on the day’s
quiz—my average is strong. 

Sophie knows that I am breaking some nonexistent honor code that
she holds in her heart, and she hates me for it.  Her honor
code—I had to listen to it for years until, one day and without
warning, she drops me as a friend.

We do not choose the book, the book chooses us.  It is
true.

I wait to be chosen.








   Tall and With Glasses

 

Like my father and mother, I am tall.  A week before
tryouts the basketball coach tries to get me to go out for the
freshman girls’ team.  I am not athletic, but I can put my
hand up and block a few shots.  The coach’s invitation is a
de facto spot on the team, but I decline to try out. 
People like me, and I often like them, but I’m not much of a
joiner.  I have never wanted to be part of a group. 

You give up too much. 

This probably all goes back to my height, as I have never fit in
physically as long as I remember.  In kindergarten I was too
big for the desk, and was crammed ridiculously into the back row of
our class photo.  By high school I can stand on my toes and
touch my forehead on the head jamb of the classroom door.

Also like my father and mother, I wear glasses.  It makes
me look smart.  Before they know me, teachers give me the
benefit of the doubt.  Other kids at school need glasses, but
most kids don’t notice their slow slip into blurriness because they
never read.  After eighth grade the nurse stops her yearly
tests (money saving policy), and only a few baseball players see
her as their strike count rises.  Most people do not have the
money or insurance to buy glasses.  If you bought kids
glasses, my father jokes, the next thing they ask for are
books.

So, being tall and bespectacled, each morning I drag on a
t-shirt and khaki skirt, pull one of three wool sweaters I own over
the top, and slip my feet into sneakers from the factory second
store in town.  Devon no longer manufactures shoes, but they
do sell the rejects made elsewhere.  My father’s missing arm
is not a genetic trait, but his clumsiness around machinery
is.  He was missing two and a half fingers before the arm
went.  For this reason, I avoid the lathe.  Mr. Ellis
knows this, and accepts my limited efforts with passing grades.

It’s another school thing I avoid.

Lunch…  Study Hall.

My schedule is full of them.








   Names

 

Mr. Smith has us write our names on the inside of the new book
he hopes we will read. 

“You are part of a lineage,” he says in a ceremonious
tone. 

Maybe he believes that.  In practical terms, our names
inside stops the fight over who has who’s book when it comes time
to pass them in.  If you lose it, the school won’t let you
play sports until you pay for it.  Half the students put their
copy in their locker until the unit is done.

Someone gets a name they know and shouts it out.

Another gets their parent.

An older sibling of someone in the class is found; the younger
asks for that book and an argument ensues.

It’s my sister.

She’s my friend.

“Girls, girls…” Mr. Smith says.

We write our names below the last one. 

I notice that the signatures become less crisp as I scan down
the list.  Cursive turns to the print used in mechanical
design class and turns to smudged block letters.  Formal names
give way to informal; Abigail Thompson from thirty years before
becomes Tom Smith, who graduated ten years prior, and more recently
John S.  In the end, only “Joe” is written, as if this is
enough.  Homer has written six hundred pages, and Joe cannot
be bothered with his last name. 

Apparently it is enough.

I know Joe.  He’s in English 200.  One year closer to
graduation.








   Family

 

My father drinks his coffee black.  He sits across from me
at the breakfast table, drinking a cup of coffee while I eat dry
toast.  Every morning, as I eat the third bite of my
toast—always the third bite—my mother warms his cup with a bit more
coffee from the pot.  It’s amazing, because she’s not standing
around waiting for him or me; it just always happens.  As long
as I remember, my father never eats a breakfast other than black
coffee; my mother never eats breakfast, only working her way
through a single cup of coffee that she never adds to.  It
sits there now on the counter, getting cold. 

I fill out our vocabulary worksheet.


Elsewhere: Not here. 



“Use a dictionary,” my mother says, looking over my
shoulder.

My father had worked in the local mill for most of his
life.  Making wooden letter tiles out of maple for a popular
spelling game, he nearly went nuts.  Fifteen years of watching
those small tiles jiggle down the assembly line told him he would
no longer be sane at the end of fifteen more years, but he stayed
when my mother had me.  Finally, he moved to a shoe factory,
where he lost his arm.  After his accident the mill
closed.  Soon after, the wooden tiles were made of
plastic.  Both the game company and the shoe factory sent
their orders elsewhere.  Now he drinks cup after cup of coffee
in the morning with his one arm.  He hates letters. 
Never a reader—when I was a reader I used to ask him where his
books were, to which he’d smile and then ignore the question—I am
surprised he tolerates dictionaries, but he loves my mother and she
loves letters and words.  He tolerates shoes.

My mother places a red paperback dictionary on the table next to
my plate.

“Look it up.”

Ignoring the dictionary, I pick up my incomplete homework and
cram it into my backpack.  Dad puts his now empty cup down on
the counter, a slight dribble staining the tile top.  Looking
at me with his kind eyes as I leave for school, a second piece of
dry toast in my left hand and my backpack slung over my right
shoulder, I feel guilty but am not sure why.

 

 Our family lives in a small clapboard house in a
neighborhood that predates the war.  Every house in the
neighborhood is occupied, and most are well maintained.  Like
every house, ours is painted white with black shutters.  It is
a two bedroom, one bathroom upstairs with a living room, dining
room and small kitchen below.  I share a room with my
sister.  My mother used to ask me about wanting a brother, but
those conversations stopped with my father’s accident.  Every
room has a light switch that does not turn on a light, but an
outlet found in an odd corner; the light plugged into it never
illuminates the room in the right places and leaves shadows that
make doing anything but watching television difficult.  In the
basement we have a washer and dryer, like everyone else on our
block.  Faced with hard times, the Jackson family has
weathered it well.

The screen door behind me opens and then gently closes; I know
it is my mother.

“You need to do something with him,” she says.

“Like what?” I ask, not turning around.

“Be his daughter.”

“What does that mean?”

I know what it means.  She has the look, which I don’t even
need to turn around to see.

“Fine,” I pout.  “I won’t go to school.” 

And I don’t.

That was not what she meant.








   Fighting City Hall

 

“What’re we doing today?” I ask as I come back in the door.

“Going to fight City Hall.” 

Great, a morning of my father making small talk with
every other person laid off from the mills.  Armed with
minutia to discuss with the clerks who run the city, they will all
comment how tall I am.  As if that’s a compliment, or makes me
feel included in an otherwise meaningless conversation.  Some
touch me like I’m six; tussle the hair.  I unconsciously hide
my hands at the thought of it. 

Is it too late to go to school?, I wonder. 

Groan.

He doesn’t ask why I’m not going to school, or why I left and
came back.  I hope to see who would drink the old coffee
before we leave—him, mom, will it get dumped, or do we have a daily
visitor I know nothing about—but we leave before any resolution
happens.

Waiting in the hallway at City Hall, bored, I find myself
peeking in doorways and reading official notices on the
walls.  A blue notice hangs on a neglected bulletin board next
to the bathrooms on the first floor, mentioning a public auction
that afternoon.  Among the listed items: 


 62.a.  LISTED:  COMPLETE INVENTORY OF DISCARDED
BOOKS FROM PUBLIC SCHOOL LIBRARIES.  SOLD IN SINGLE LOT.



 Our collective intellect for sale.  As the
mills sent jobs elsewhere workers fled, taking children with
them.  Schools closed, with the community school and high
school cannibalizing the now-defunct elementary schools of any
decent books, and dumping their rejects alongside those remaining
in the dimly lit and abandoned library of the Devon Central
Elementary School. 

Our high school’s current stock is ancient; I can only imagine
what did not make the cut.

Choices not made. 

I forget that I am spending the day with Dad, or even to ask him
if he won his fight over taxes.  Without words, he just
leaves.  Every day he eats lunch (coffee; he is growing so
thin…) with his buddies from the mill days, and so he forgets we
have a date.  That morning I had put my allowance in my right
front pocket (habit).  At least I have cash.


           
Almost no one has come to the auction.  About twenty chairs
are set up in a conference room at the end of the hall, only five
of which hold interested parties.  Actually, two hold coats
while their owners stand against the wall making small talk. 
Like a class at DU, no one sits near the front and the whole room
smells of stale coffee.  I wonder if they are alumni.  At
the front stands an auctioneer, who is really a man from town
records that is familiar with the goods being sold.  He is
nearly sixty, thin, with little hair, a grey beard and seems ready
to lecture you as much as give you directions to the bathroom.
 Everyone in the room knows each other.  I’ll bet they
know my dad.  For the first hour each item is made out of
metal.  A scrap dealer with a big moustache from two towns
away buys each lot.  No one else says a word the entire
time.  At the end of each item, the record keeper bangs his
fist down in lieu of a gavel, and keeps and otherwise silent,
cynical frown.  No one gives me a hint of
recognition. 

I think about leaving. 

I wish my father was here to make small talk.  Making good
small talk means caring about the person more than what they might
be saying at the moment, an art my father excels at but is lost on
me. 

A few parcels of land go unsold, as their back taxes prove too
high for anyone to bother making a bid on.  Finally, the books
come up for auction.

I am the only bidder.


           
The man from records asks me after my first and only bid, “Do you
know what you’re doing?”


           
“Buying books,” I reply.


           
The man from records does not smile at this. 

“You have one week to remove them, or you start paying a storage
fee.” 

He is the person to record and collect the fee, and he stares at
me as if an oracle seeing how it will all play out.  I smile
at him.  His is a look of someone who sees unnecessary forms
and injunctions in his future.  He drops his fist down, hands
me the paperwork and sends me to the collections department. 
As I walk down the hallway, I look at the top of the first page of
paperwork.  It reads:


PAYMENT DUE AT CLOSE OF AUCTION.  WINNING BIDDER
RESPONSIBLE FOR REMOVAL IN SEVEN DAYS.



And then I enter the office and buy my lot.  








   Moving the Books

 

Faced with the task of moving such a large number of books, I
ignore it for a few days.

The sky is turning grey with late fall, and I want to burrow
into my bed and hibernate.

The purchase is a lark. 

Lying in my bed, I start to wonder what possessed me to go to
the auction, much less act. 

With a few phone calls I find a storage facility in a closed
mill.  It is cheap and large.  There is no contract, so I
can abandon the load if nothing profitable comes up. 


           
With my one-armed father at the wheel of his automatic pick-up, we
drive to the town’s storage facility, unceremoniously known as the
old Devon Central Elementary School..  My one-armed father
insists on helping move the boxes.  Each of the trips, as we
push handcarts through the empty hallways—he has borrowed a few
from friends of his—my father tells me stories about his days as an
elementary school student in the building. 

“I remember this library,” he says, looking around. 

He mentions a teacher, a fellow student, a lesson
learned. 

In truth, he does not tell stories; he names a teacher, fellow
student or lesson and then he shakes his head.  That’s the
story.

We drive between the school and my storage space in the old
mill. 

Then, we go back. 

I look out the window.  With each trip I see something new
because there is no talking to distract me. 

Devon is a town of three thousand.  At one point it had
over ten thousand people happily working in the mills, homemaking
for people working in the mills, selling groceries and other
sundries to people who work in the mill, or going to one of Devon’s
five public schools and waiting until they were old enough to work
in the mill.  Passing another closed elementary school, I am
reminded of how many of my first grade classmates moved before they
could go to DU.  When the mills closed, so did three of the
schools, a number of stores and the future of those not
academically inclined.  Housing for ten thousand still stand,
but many have ragged lawns and broken windows.  The paper is
filled with foreclosure and auction notices.  Every month
there is an electrical fire and an apartment house burns
down.  We pass several of these, now sagging under the weight
of charred beams and rain soaked sheetrock walls and carpeted
floors.  On the other side of Devon are the brick houses
originally built to house the managers of the first red brick mills
that line the river that snakes through the town.  I see them
on the hill, far from the mill whose parking lot we turn
into.  There are plans for renewal, but many involve either
luring in companies that send jobs elsewhere, or tearing down
blocks of houses to ease the reminders of the past. 
Surrounded by mountains we never climb, a pair of railroad tracks
runs through the middle of town alongside the Devon river. 
Feeling the bump as we roll over them reminds us that we are
here.

I wrestle with boxes.  As per the agreement signed at
auction with the town of Devon, I sweep the floor of the library
clean two hours before I need to be out.  Now dark, I close
the door to my storage space at the mill and put on a large
padlock.  Key in my pocket, my father and I go home for
supper.








    Lunch

 

I sit alone.

Around me are other people who make small talk.  Having
known each other since grade school we have a not abandoned each
other nor cared enough to do more than sit and repeat the same
conversation.  Several processed and breaded foods sit before
me, as well as our new English text.  Mr. Smith has us reading
Romeo and Juliet, which no one understands.  We even
open to a page and try and understand a single line and…
nothing.  He shows us videos that are dull and speaks of a
love that no one in Devon knows anymore.  I pick at my
food.

“Do you want to come over?” I ask the girl sitting across from
me.  She looks at me as if I had asked her to eat a worm… in
French.

“To do what?”

“I don’t know…” and I begin to stutter.

“No.”  Then she adds, “I’m busy,” but with an authentic
smile.

My opening the text is our agreement to remain
lunch-friends.

O, bright angel!

Bright angel, indeed.

Looking across the room at Sophie—also alone—I wonder what I did
wrong. 

We grew up. 

Looking down, I note that my light scrapes have almost
vanished.  Bored by Algebra, I had dragged the end of the
spiral from my notebook across my wrist.  One bulimic girl
ratted me out.  That lead of a counselor who declared I was
seeking attention.  No.  Wrong diagnosis.  Now I
wanted to disappear.








It is a

 

PLEASURE

to

BURN

 

Celebrate the end of

Summer School

by burning school books.

 

Books will be sold for a nominal
fee.

Add them to the blaze.

 

Bring your own drinks.








   The Summer School Crowd

 

Now. 

The story of the for-profit burnings starts the summer after
freshman year.

I do not attend summer school, but most anyone who plays fall
sports does (i.e., half the student body).  Devon Union High
School has the high academic standard that athletes have to pass
all of their classes.  Actually, Devon Union High
School has no academic standards, but our athletic conference
does.  Passing all classes is their minimum
requirement, and so it is Devon’s.

High standards in all fields.

Except athletic fields.

Students who otherwise sleep late in bed throughout the summer
instead sleep in class.  Those who watch television at home
instead watch videos at school.  Everyone complains until
noon, and then use school as an excuse not to get a summer
job.  One night, I overhear their complaints at the pizza
shop.  Athletes loudly talk about their troubles of having to
get up the next day.


Kaylee (Soccer): Hey, I’m heading out.

Kristen (Field Hockey): What’s up?

Kaylee: Gotta do homework.

Kristen: Yeah.



Replace soccer or field hockey with football, girl with guy,
throw in a few skateboard kids, loners and burn-outs and the
conversation repeats itself throughout the summer.  I spend a
lot of nights eating a slice alone in the back table, but I hear
the Kaitlyns, Kristen and Kyleas of the various teams talk about
their classes.  Only the cross country team seems to avoid
summer school.

Wearing flip-flops on their feet and disposable coffee cups in
hand, they stumble in at 8:30 (about) and leave at 12:00
(promptly).  Invisible and with nowhere to go, I watch them as
I hang around the entrance to the school.


Kaitlyn (in soccer shorts): Did you do the reading?

Kristen (in a shirt with field hockey sticks crossed on the
chest): No.



Bored, I go to the school’s library nearly every day to see them
at work.  It is not very inspiring, yet I stay because I have
nowhere else to go.








   It is a Pleasure to Burn

 

Those discarded books I bought at auction are locked up; they
have been since fall, when the days grew short and it got dark and
I forgot about everything.  Except for the monthly bill, I
forget about them. 

Now it’s summer, and they began to trouble me.  I think I
hear them.

Too much time on my hands, I walk down to the mill every
morning. 

Taking out my key, I remove the lock and stand among the
boxes.  The only light comes from the tall floor-to-ceiling
windows that mark prewar mills.  In large piles lay stacks of
boxes.  They emit weight.  It is as if their contents—the
books—have a perceptible gravity.  A smell of dryness hangs
like smoke, the stale air refusing to rush out the door or let
fresh air in. 

It stops time. 

I don’t know how long I stand there each morning, but when I
leave I want coffee.

Inside of The Coffee Mill I run into Dan.

“Do you have Smith again?” I ask.

He is in summer school so he can play soccer.

“No,” he replies. 

Looking at my watch, it reads ten thirty in the morning. 
He is getting a cup to go. 

“I heard he went to England this summer.  Maybe he’s
charging up his batteries.  I don’t think he could have faced
us again so soon.  This summer, I mean.  We wore him
down, I think.”

“Why aren’t you in class now?”

I hold up my wrist to show him the time.

“Break.  We get a twenty minute coffee break.  Just
like a job.  Although some students take more like
thirty.”

“Like you?” but it’s not really a question. 

“They usually have an awesome party on the last day.”

“Where’s the party?” 

The rituals of Devon Union High School are still revealing
themselves to those of us just finishing freshman
year.  

He does not know. 

Finally I say, “I am sure something will come up.”

“Two weeks, man.”

I have not gone to a teen party yet.  Instead I think of my
last party in fifth grade, which involved giggling girls and
pajamas.  This will not be that, I know.  The thought
scares me because it is unknown and I feel I don’t fit in. 
Gripping my coffee like a binky, I am suddenly conscious of my
chewed fingernails.  And this is Dan.  I’m feeling
nervous in front of Dan.

He checks the inside of his cup to make sure they added cream,
and then presses the lid on tightly.  To be sure, he cups a
few extra creams and sugar packets from the counter and puts them
in his pocket. 

Dan gives me a thumbs-up sign. 

“Later,” I say.








   The Plan

 

By the time I leave the coffee shop my plan is set: I will host
the party and it will feature a book burning bonfire.  My
newly acquired private collection will be the fuel.

Why do this? 

Money. 

Every book comes with a price.  A small price.  In the
celebration that comes with the end of summer school, students are
eager for a little literary blaze.  For a few coins, they toss
on an abandoned title from the old school libraries.  With
this small price comes a feeling of relief.  Aristotle calls
it catharsis.

 

Catharis: A purging of emotions. 

 

I know the word from Mr. Smith’s vocabulary worksheets. 
You could dodge the reading, but he counted the worksheets
faithfully, so, I know the definition. 

At home and full of coffee, I write up a simple
handbill. 

 

It is a PLEASURE to
BURN.

Celebrate the end of Summer School by
burning school books.

Books will be sold for a nominal
fee.

Add them to the blaze.

Bring your own drinks.

 

At the bottom I give the time and place.  After copying
fifty at the copy shop, I hand them out to students as they trickle
into town from class.  It goes viral.  I soon get word
that hundreds of kids are planning on showing up. 








   Summer School Ends

Summer Begins

 

At the end of four weeks of showing up, each passing student
produces one piece of evidence that demonstrates an awareness of
the class’ subject.  It is a collage or poster (most likely)
or a research paper or passing grade on an exam (less
likely).  As rare as they are, the research paper or exam do
not resemble anything like scholarship.  Efforts that failed
during the colder months succeed in the summer. 

There is a Scholar’s Fair on the last day. 

Some sadist came up with this tradition years ago under the
guise of celebrating learning: It is an embarrassment for all
involved.  Substandard work covers all of the walls and tables
of the cafeteria.  Their creators—the students—clot aisles and
corners and talk about the evenings ahead.  Teachers make
small talk and attempt to hide into the wall so that they do not
have to defend the work. 

No one asks. 

Parents say nothing. 

I wonder what they expected. 

Why did they come?

Why does anyone come?

Traditionally, the students have a night time teen party to
celebrate inching a credit or two towards graduation.

I have a book burning.








   The Fire

 

The phrases “book burning”, “last day of school” and “party”
imagine up the night. 

Add the phrases “several hundred teenagers” and “alcohol”, plus
“the police arrived.”

You write the newspaper article yourself.

Had I known what real catharsis looks like, I would have had
more respect for Oedipus Rex when Mr. Smith had tried, and
failed, to get us to read a third play following the Tennessee
Williams disaster.

 

This first fire is a freshman effort.

The day before the event I drag wooden pallets out of the mill
and place them in the middle of the larger, empty parking
lot.  Meant for the days of full productivity, the lot is the
size of six football fields.  On one side of the lot a rusted
black iron fence about eight feet high and in need of a paint job
separates the property from the main road.  Surrounding the
lot on two sides is the old mill.  It’s red brick, like the
schools, with large glass windows that have been spared
rocks.  The fourth side also has a poorly maintained black
iron fence, but separating the lot from the river.  Stacking
the pallets to eye level, I cram as many crushed cardboard boxes
between the slats as I can.  It is big enough to dazzle and
allow for the addition of hundreds of newly purchased ex-library
books.  Hopefully, it is not too big to be dangerous. 
Hours before the first guests arrive I douse it with eight cans of
paint thinner that have been left in a storage closet of the
factory.

This is not a fire, though, but a book burning. 

It is a celebration of anti-intellectualism. 

If I am going to make money from my stock, books need to be
front and center.  Going through the boxes, I pick out the
most colorful covers.  To the crowds that will come, I figure
titles and content mean nothing.  Color is my guide; like a
Christmas tree, red, blue, green and purple books are hung from the
pallets.  I open the book’s back cover and jam it between
crushed cardboard and stacked pallets.  From this the rest of
the book hangs; their jackets, cases, and endpapers flapping in the
gentle breeze.  It gives the pile movement even before a match
is lit.

A few minutes before six I unlock the gate to the mill parking
lot. 

A few kids trickle in. 

With the help of an abandoned and rusty pallet jack, I had
managed to move several pallets loaded with books near the
entrance.  Laying a door over a couple of saw horses, this
makeshift table sits between the gate and the books so people know
payment is due.  A sign with the prices is taped to the front
of the table, and I position myself behind.  Still, I give
these first-comers a free title when a slight breeze blows the
smell of paint thinner our way.  On the faces of those few
kids eyes widen at the smell.  They dig into their pockets and
pay for a few more thick volumes.

The table makes it all seem a bit more mercenary than the usual
summer party, but I am here to make a buck.

 

“Are you going to light this thing?” one of the kids asks.

There are about twenty kids standing around with books in their
hands.  Most are dislodged from the mainstream; slackers whose
first instinct would not have brought them to the traditional big
blow out. 

Looking at my watch, I determine it is time. 

No one else is coming, I figure.

“Let’s do it,” I say.

When I produce the box of matches, five people volunteer to
light it.  The faces of several others want to volunteer, but
do not.  Everyone gets that look; I don’t need to describe it:
You know it.  Another light puff of wind sends the fumes of
paint thinner towards our noses and we swoon.

“Let me try,” says a wiry kid sporting a rough beard. 

He grabs the box out of my hand, ripping it open and several
matches fall to the ground.  Ripping the head along the side
of the box, the match breaks.  Again, he tries.  Another
kid picks up a match from the ground and tries striking it on the
pavement, but they are safety matches and the head just crumbles
and leaves a streak.  Someone pulls out a lighter, but the
strong fumes makes her too afraid to strike it.  Finally, the
wiry kid succeeds and flicks the burning match onto the pile. 
It explodes with a loud WHOOF and everyone moves back.  After
a moment, as the pallets crackle and the flames settle in for real,
the crowd moves in closer.

 

Hesitation is not expected. 

Every student jokes throughout the year about burning their
textbooks; burning their homework papers; burning the school: Fire
has a fascination.  Given the chance, though, people are
timid.  The people come in small groups; chatter muted. 
People buy books, but then tuck them under their arms while their
hands are thrust deep into pockets.  Some flip through the
pages.  Everyone looks at the rest of the group.  It is
awkward.  At ten past six the mood is that of
embarrassment.

First, books do not burn as well as one would think.  The
selling line on the cover of one of Mr. Smith’s books says that 451
degrees Fahrenheit is the temperature that paper burns. 
Maybe, but books are another matter.  The paper used to make
books is loaded with clay.  They leave a high amount of ash,
which rises and wafts with the updrafts.  As a solid block of
paper, only the outside burns; the fire makes itself slowly to the
core of the book. 

It does not make for a satisfying, passionate burn. 

Pages need to be fanned out for a cathartic burn. 

“This is a dud,” one of the girls says.  She speaks as if
speaking were a chore.

The color has burned off of the books I hung, and they just
smolder over the now raging pallets.  It is mesmerizing, but
the lack of catharsis sucks any energy gained from the
lighting.

“This needs air,” another kid says.  He’s wearing a loose
hooded sweatshirt and worn jeans.  “The triangle of fire:
that’s what my wilderness survival camp counselor had called
it.  It takes three things to make a fire—the triangle of
fire—fuel, oxygen and heat.”

“There’s plenty of air.”

Kids are just taking the books and chucking them on like a
log.

“If you want a book to really burn, you have to open it.”

I fear the party will end, along with sales.  I host the
most boring book burning in history.  Some arguments on the
other side of the fire break out and save the night.

“You don’t just throw it on,” a guy in shorts and who lost his
shirt says.  “You gotta chuck it.”

“No,” another says.  He’s wearing a shirt with a band name
on the front, and flip flops on his feet.  “You rip out half
the pages.”

“You don’t have to do that.  Just chuck it.”

Someone just chucks it. 

A large paperback copy of Composition flies through the
air, over the sparse crowd.  Its pages flap and flutter like a
wounded bird; at one point majestic, and another lame.  When
it lands it quickly bursts into flame.  Even on top of a six
foot high blaze it is noticeable. 

That starts a hail of books. 

Some miss the pile, hitting kids on the other side of the
fire.  Others hit the side, and bounce off.  Most hit the
mark.  A few kids pick up the ricochets, light their edges,
and wave them around, ablaze, while themselves dancing. 
Someone burns their hand.  Music comes from somewhere, as
formerly unnoticed guitars begin pounding out tunes.

Suddenly the crowd has doubled.

Tripled.

Sales take off.  Focused as I am on the rush for fuel I do
not see the crowd surge forward.  The blaze suddenly
grows.  No one is hurt.  A number of dancers get
dangerously close to the pile.  Books continue flying through
the air.  People are pushing to get to another part of the
party.  In all of this, the fire dances in people’s
heads.  It unlocks a passion.  With everything that has
happened in Devon since as long as we kids could remember—about the
mills, the schools, people leaving—a lot of emotion is ready to
come out.  Being an uncaring punk day in and day out, while
fatalistic, does not offer the same release as a good cry. 
This is a definition of catharsis.  It comes with every strong
emotion the kids of Devon can muster.  The sirens sound just
before everything can get out of control. 

In hindsight, it might have been better had it happened then,
while everything was still small.








   The Police

 

A burn permit is different from telling the fire department you
are going to have a major bonfire with a few hundred
teenagers.  The authorities—in a dying town—are anxious and
unhappy.  People light things on fire all of the time. 
In addition to poverty and depression leading to the neglect of
worn electrical wires, people falling asleep with cigarettes, or
bare and needleless Christmas trees still being up in February,
every month someone thinks arson is an easy solution to their
financial problems.  The fire department has seen a small
growth in business as the mills close down.  The duty officer
sends a police cruiser.

When the cruiser arrives about three hundred kids are dancing
around a blaze that has grown to at least ten feet high.  The
pallet core of the fire has long ago collapsed on top of itself,
leaving a heap of books.  Dozens of books are flying through
the air, feeding the fire.  More musical instruments appear,
including a sousaphone.  People shout happy shouts of
joy.  It is the most positive vibe I have felt coming from a
group of Devon Union High School students ever.

To the police it must look like a riot.

“It’s the police,” some says, but the cruiser has been sitting
at the gate, lights flashing, for five minutes.

They all notice.

Everyone runs.

 

 

The third lesson learned is that guilt is directly related to
how much you respect someone.  A corollary of the lesson is
that we often do not know we respect someone until we hurt them in
some way. 

Or lose them.

When the first police cruiser arrives, it sees the throngs
dancing and put on its lights. 

“It’s the police,” someone says.

One cruiser with lights sighted and panic sets in.  Even
though the gate is wide open, and about twenty feet wide, kids just
run in any direction that enters their head.  Some run towards
the mill.  Many run into the darkness.  A surprising
number run to the fence within fifty feet of the gate, yet try to
climb over the eight foot tall iron pikes.  The cruiser backs
up; it has no intention of trying to stop the fleeing youth. 
About fifty kids have not moved at all, and continue to stand
around the fire and talk.  Without so many bodies, the music
echoes off of the mill.  (The guy with the sousaphone kept
tooting away.)   A few others wander back to the fire
from the darkness and stay until the fire department puts out the
pyre.

As the pumper truck arrives, the police have figured out what
has happened and ask me to come to the station in their car. 
Before, when the kids ran in panic, I had slipped into my storage
area and hid the money I had made.  Rejoining my peers, I look
into the darkness and think I see a familiar face.  Mr. Smith
looks at me through the bars of the iron fence.  He is in the
darkness, and the light of the fire make it difficult for my eyes
to adjust and focus. 

Perhaps it is not him.

Didn’t Dan say he’s in England? 

Disappointment.  The look on his face…   

No, not quite. 

It is a disappointment that spreads like a disease.  Mr.
Smith has projected his disappointment into my soul.  For a
minute, I feel really guilty.

Then, a voice distracts me. 

Standing beside me is Sophie MacDonald.

“Burn any good books lately?” she asks.

I have not seen her all night, and do not remember selling her a
book.  She has one in hand, with one of my original handbills
stuck in it like a bookmark.

“No, but I’ve burnt plenty of bad ones.”

“Is this all you have?”

“Oh, no.  I could have a dozen of these parties.”

“I would think after a bit, book burning gets a bit dull. 
I would think its rarity is really the allure.  Could you
really have twelve?”

“Perhaps I can graph that in my business proposal.  A ratio
of frequency and boredom.”

 It is a depressing conversation, because I had hoped
Sophie MacDonald would see something more in all of this. 
Half distracted by the face of Mr. Smith I had just seen, I want to
talk about him.  I am not sure Sophie MacDonald is who I want
to open up to about my feelings of guilt.  Unable to speak, I
sink in to a deeper despair.

That melancholy goes away quickly as the police ask to speak
with me. 

I am not arrested or charged with a crime for events that occur
that night.  I have a permit to burn; the mill has a permit
for hundreds of people being in the parking lot.  The permit,
from better days, still valid, does not specify age, time of day,
or for what reason people might gather.  They give me a ride
home, and my parents do not know a thing until they read the paper
later the next day.

My mother cries all afternoon and into the evening.








   The Night Librarian

 

About the time I went to kindergarten, my mother read me a book
called The Night Librarian over and over
again.  She would sit on my bed—the blanket over my
body while she sat on top of the covers—and gently read a few
chapters each night.  In the summer, the story mingled with
the sounds of the neighbors still enjoying the late evening. 
During the winter, the warm snuggle of the sheets and comforter
gave the story warmth.  On some nights, she would read the
entire book.  It is not short, but my mother likes the
story.

Out of print, the first chapter “The Night Librarian is Seen”,
gives me comfort as I hide from everyone. 

It reads:


Chapter One

Joseph stomped up the stairs and slammed his door.

He was mad.

He was irate.

He was livid.

Joseph was just plain angry.

Finally, he fell into a long sulk.

The night came.  His window grew darker and
darker.  Streetlights turned on in the distance.

Joseph’s room was on the second floor, at the top of a very
steep, very narrow staircase.  It was small, in a small house,
and the room had a pitched roof that hung over his bed.  His
window overlooked the town’s library.  As the moon came out,
his room grew darker than the night.

Sitting on his bed, most of his anger had left him.  He
did not know why he had not eaten dinner.  Or why he refused
to clear his plate.  Yelling at his parents, well….  But
he was no longer mad.  He was hungry.  There he sat,
looking down at the library, and listening to his stomach
growl.

And then he saw her.

She was about six feet tall and dressed entirely in
black.  At least he thought it was a “she”. 
It—she—seemed feminine.  She wore a long skirt.  Her legs
were clad in striped leggings.  Over her body was a long,
thick wool coat.  On her head was a big, floppy hat.  In
her hand was a large tote bag.  However, this was not
unusual.  Not compared to the other thing.

No.  On her face she wore glasses that lit up.

Still, that was no too unusual.  She was odd, but it
was something else that Joseph would never forget.

On her back where enormous black wings.

The bird-woman (for Joseph did not know what else to call
her) stepped out of a side door of the library.  The
library—formally called the Lawrence Memorial Library—had a door on
the side that hung five feet above the sidewalk.  The
bird-woman stepped onto the stoop, somehow managed to close the
door behind her, and spread her wings.

Then, she flew up into the night.

Joseph forgot that he was hungry.  He jumped off of his
bed and ran to the window.  Looking up into the sky, he saw
her wings flap as she flew high into the sky and over the rooftops
of his town.



I rewrite this chapter from memory.

Sometimes I think my mother read it to me all of those times not
as an escape, but as training for later.

Thanks, mom.








Part 2

Sophomore Year








    DEVON UNION HIGH SCHOOL

 “High Standards in All Fields”

 

Student: Jackson, Agnes

Year: Sophomore

 

FALL ACADEMIC SCHEDULE

 

Homeroom: Homeroom: Ellis: Woodshop

Period 1: Woodshop: Ellis: Woodshop

Period 2: English 200: Jones: 102

Period 3: World Civilization II: Johnson: 210E

Period 4: Free Block: Staff: Study Hall








   Hello, Mr. Chips

 

Change comes on our first day as sophomores. 

At our kick-off assembly, our principal introduces our new
academic dean, Mr. Arthur Chipping, in a near whisper.  He
sits down at the back of the stage.  It is possibly the
quietest our principal—traditionally a rage-a-holic who loves to
preach—has ever been, but from his red face and tight features he
seems to be quite enraged.

A woman from the school board stands up.  She is someone we
all feel we should know from the community—she looks familiar in a
bland kind of way—but no one does.  Her hair is blonde and
pinned up so that it does not touch the collar of her suit. 
Like a presentation to any faceless audience, she speaks in
staccato facts.


The school board has run the numbers.

Summer school is not cost effective.

Our town has a shrinking revenue base. 

We cannot have a system that is essentially a third semester for
half of the student body (she means summer school).

Why (she asks) are we paying for the first and second semesters
that resulted in failure?



 The last is a rhetorical question, but a few scattered
voices try and answer her as if this was a one-on-one
discussion.  Glowering, the principal rises.  Everyone is
quiet as no one wants the wrath meant for the school board but will
instead be poured on our head.  He sits down again.

One solution is to give students the support during the school
year to pass; a costly solution.  No one speaks of it at the
assembly.  The other is to replicate the success of summer
school all year long.  It is this latter proposal that the
school board embraces, although it takes the woman twenty minutes
to make this point.  Bored, we are ready to leave, but it is
clear there is more she wants to say.  Mr. Chips, our newly
minted academic dean, has been hired—we are told—to implement this
policy. 

“Let’s give Mr. Chips a big welcome,” she says.

People kind of clap.

With the palms of his hands on his knees, our principal sits
silently in his gray suit, in the shadows, while Mr. Chippings, or
Mr. Chips, talks about the upcoming year. 

Before us stands a big smile. 

With his head held back atop his tall, thin body, he
outstretches his arms and speaks the language of discipline while
his voice rings with welcoming hope.  Responsibility is a word
he uses often, topping it only with respect. 

Responsibility.  Respect.

The students believe him.  They eat it up. 

Intrinsically they know that respect and responsibility are
things of value.  Sometimes his talk touches upon vague
emotions such as trust, belonging and sharing spoken in a tone of
authority and restraint.  This confuses everyone, and he
wisely and knowingly moves on.  As he speaks, his brown suit
and red tie, thinning wavy hair, and shined wingtip shoes move
around the stage enough to demonstrate life, but not enough to
indicate fun.  We believe him; he reminds us of integrity.

Responsibility.

Respect.

The changes will be minor, he says. 

We have never had an academic dean before.  Judge, jury and
executioner with regard to budget, discipline or matters academic
has always been the principal.  We are used to being yelled
at.  Instead, Mr. Chips talks about hard work, responsibility,
respect and how fun it is to learn.

We clap respectfully as he finishes.








   Trophy Case

 

We see the trophy cases. 

Leaving the auditorium and passing through the foyer by the
office, the trophy cases demand attention.  There are so many
of them.  They have always been outside the gym doors, ignored
by everyone but bored parents waiting for a child after a game or
practice.  Now they are here for everyone to see.  Here
is a shelf of golden quarterbacks dropping back for a pass. 
On the shelf below crouches his teammates in a three point
stance.  There is an entire case of golden boys and girls
taking jump shots.  In the center wrestlers mix with runners
and field hockey forwards.  A few soccer players kick a golden
ball across a marble base.  There are many generic gold cups
that demand their inscriptions be read.  Shined, each trophy
has enough space to show its distinctive accomplishment, yet
together they form an impressive wall of athletic
prowess. 

And they have grown in number.  Not only have extra cases
have been added, but they have been filled with trophies, loving
cups and plaques that were not on display last spring.  Some
trophies are new, but many are not, harking back generations and
previous schools and buildings.  The dates go back nearly a
century.  Someone has raided every storage closet in town to
produce this exhibit.

Flanking each case are walls of awards and plaques. 

On closer inspection they are all academic awards.

Math League Champs; Spelling Bee; Geography; Honor Bowl;
Academic Team…

Several plaques honor individual students, from Student of the
Year to Honor Roll.  There are nearly a hundred years of
valedictorian and salutatorians listed over three plaques.  It
is an impressive show, even as no academic award is dated within
the past twenty years.  Devon Union High School had a
valedictorian last year, but an entire generation has yet to be
added to the roll.  Mixed in are group photos: Successful
basketball and hockey teams, a debating team and a group of smiling
students not identified but clearly from several generations
earlier.

The exiting students slow down to look.  Squinting, they
attempt to read the fine gold lettering etched onto gold plaques
affixed to the trophies, looking for evidence of their parent’s
glory.  Teachers usher them forward, even as they clearly want
to stop themselves and talk to students about this new
attraction.

“Pretty impressive,” Sophie MacDonald says to me as I peer down
the list of perfect attendance honorees from fifty years
prior.  “How will our generation measure up?” 

Her tone, as usual, is sarcastic.

“Showing up is eighty percent of life,” I reply.

“We have big shoes to fill.”

“We’re here on day one,” I say.  “Only one hundred and
seventy-nine to go to measure up.”

“It’s a start.”

With those words, I feel that Sophie MacDonald and I are the
only ones at Devon Union High School that foresee how bad things
are going to get.  I feel sad, and this is only the first day
of sophomore year.

“I’m surprised you haven’t seen it before,” Sophie says to
me.

“Why?”

“It was a summer school project.  Actually, it was the
entire World Civ curriculum.  The classes went to every school
and storage facility in town and scoured up any trophy they
could.  Mr. Ellis built the cases with some kids a credit shy
from diplomas, and anyone with nothing to do shined.”

“So, I wasn’t in summer school.”

“No, but you hung out here enough.  Perhaps burning books
distracted you.”

“You seem pretty aware of my comings and goings.”

To this she says nothing.

I am looking at the plaque of school valedictorians.  On
the last year they recorded a name is etched my mother’s.  She
was the best student.

What happened? I wonder.

Why didn’t she leave Devon?

Why hadn’t she told me?

“Pretty impressive,” a new voice says from behind.  This
voice is not sarcastic, but full of welcoming hope.  We both
turn to see the man who had been on stage earlier: Mr. Chips. 
“I thought we needed to get in touch with our past, and honor past
achievement.  You know, as an inspiration.”

“It is just what this school needs,” Sophie MacDonald
says. 

“A legacy,” I add.

“A tradition of excellence.”

Mr. Chips looks at Sophie, not quite sure if she is being
disingenuous or not.  Her voice is neither sarcastic nor
blunt.  Instead, it is like a British actor trying to pass for
American.  I would have thought it my own imagination, as I
have never heard this tone in all of the years I have followed
Sophie through school, but Mr. Chips seems to be cautious of her
words.

“I feel inspired,” I add.  I lie.

He turns his same doubtful stare at me.

“I’m sure this, coupled with your new rigorous academic plans,
will restore us,” I say.

“Yes,” is all he can muster, after a long pause.  He is
going to assume, for the moment, that we were genuinely supportive
of his program.  I guess to push such a bold agenda as he has
in store he has learned to smile with each swallow.

Or maybe it is me.








   English 200

 

I sit at the back. 

For the past week our class has watched the film To Kill a
Mockingbird in a darkened classroom, which is oddly unsettling
after a long morning period of bright woodshop lights and the
screaming of power tools.  The movie is a substitute for
reading the actual book.  For the sake of experiencing
literature—this is an English course, after all—we are assigned
to read the dramatic courtroom scene as actually written
by Harper Lee. 

No one does. 

Class starts out with the dramatic courtroom scene on
video.  Before the bell even rings, Mr. Jones has turned off
the lights.

“It is,” our teacher says as students shuffle into their desks
and seats, “an Oscar winning performance.”

Did Mr. Jones believe that we have all read the scene we were
about to see?  He not only does not ask, but avoids mentioning
that it had been assigned.

I don’t think he wants an answer. 

Looking around the darkened room, I can make out the familiar
student-created posters that serve as assessments; near the end of
each unit Mr. Jones pulls out paper, markers, magazines and glue
sticks and has us make posters that represent the theme of the book
we have not read.  As with the trenchant student analysis of
Shakespeare and Golding, Harper Lee’s classic will be represented
by collages consisting of women in short skirts, a beefcake guy
with no shirt, a fast car, a host of adjectives like “glamour” and
“star,” and some sort of alcohol.  Mr. Jones must use a method
of grading that is unclear to me, because after close study I can’t
tell the difference between book projects.  The creators of
these collages seem unable to even use a pair of scissors with
precision, much less express precise ideas. 

Mr. Jones starts the movie. 

He clearly does not want to know if we read the passage, I
decide.  I think the reality of the class’ indifference would
gnaw at that tiny speck of a reason remaining as to why he became
an English teacher. 

The official lesson: Do not judge someone by the color of his
skin. 

The unofficial lesson: We no longer had to pretend to read the
books. 

Three students come in just as Atticus takes the floor, noisily
knocking a couple of seats while they make their way in the dark to
seats near their friends.  The cuffs of their pants are worn
from dragging under the heels of their shoes, and they begin
whispering even before they sit down.

“We’ve seen this part,” a boy from the front-left side of the
room shouts. 

“Yes,” Jones replies, “I know.  Wait.”

Experienced at showing movies, Mr. Jones backs up the video a
minute or two from where the previous class had ended. 
Memories are jogged and the whisperers finish their important
comments.  Three minutes into this Oscar winning performance,
three kids leave to go to the bathroom, while two go for a drink of
water down the hall.  Classrooms at DU have become
uncomfortable living rooms.  Unlike my Devon School fantasy,
leaning forward in rapt attention, I spend my days at DU slouching
in hard blue plastic chairs that are proven to be near
indestructible.  At times I find myself grabbing for a remote
that I do not have, but muscle memory insists that I do. 

Being in school is like a long visit to my Grandmother’s house:
there are rules about movement and touching things, remnants from
an earlier time that are now arbitrary and irrelevant.  We are
forced to watch programs none of us would choose, sold as good for
us.  There is nothing good to eat.  Like my grandmother,
Mr. Jones seems to be waiting for me to leave. 








   Flashback

 

Until sixth grade I read every day.  More accurately, I
read a book every day. 

As a child my parents read to me every night, and when I was
older, I could be found on the couch in the winter and on the porch
in the summer, reading.  Every morning I read while eating
breakfast, never noticing my father’s recycling of his
coffee.  At school I gulped down a few scores of pages while
saving the rest for bed.  My circle of friends all read, and
my best friend, Sophie MacDonald, and I passed books back and
forth.

Then, I stopped. 

I stopped for the same reason most protagonists change their
youthful habits: Betrayal.

At the start of sixth grade my best friend stopped speaking to
me.  We were in our second week at Devon Union Middle School
when Sophie MacDonald jumped social groups and refused to speak to
me.  Suddenly, our book exchanges, girl gossip, even eye
contact ceased.  Sophie would not even ask me to move out of
the doorway.  I remember standing in the doorway to English
class and she just barreled into me, shoulder slightly down and
eyes averted, so that I fell a few steps back into the
hallway.  So, I stopped reading because I figured that it made
me uncool.  My status did not change, but at that point I
became willfully illiterate and isolated.  Then I moped around
my neighborhood, eventually landing on the living room couch for
three years until high school began.  I started reading some
assigned books, but nothing else.

My mother does not know what to do with me.

Her: I’m going to the library.  Let’s go.

Me: No.  I’m fine.

Her: Maybe you need more selection.  Let’s go on a trip to
the mall and the bookstore there.

Me: No.  The library’s fine.

Her: You want to go?

Me: No.  Their selection is fine.  I want to stay
here.

We have this conversation several times a month.  Mom does
not give up.

She cries when she reads about the book burning.  No longer
in denial, she realizes I have grown up.








   We Return to Our Main Feature
Presentation

 

The adaptations of the classic book I have not read projects on
the screen before me, and I realize with a sense of loss that I
have not read a single book for pleasure since sixth grade. 
In an attempt to rebuild my image over the years I adopt the
persona of a deep thinking loner.  Ironically, casting myself
as a loner brings me a number of casual friends. 

But none like my old friendship with Sophie. 

Equally ironic is that my thoughtful facade is decorated by a
seemingly endless knowledge about literature.  I speak
knowingly about books I have not read, and write papers on the
insights gleaned from the cover, back copy and a randomly selected
page.  In this school of the blind, I am a one-eyed queen.

I glance down at my copy of The Razor’s Edge, which
sits on top of my notebook.  A paperback version, a small
penguin logo in the corner, it has a broken orange spine that still
glows in this dark attic, and is kept together by a rubber
band.  I have never read it, either; it is for the artistic
aesthetic I want to project.  Unlike our assigned text,
The Razor’s Edge speaks to me. 

Well, the idea of The Razor’s Edge speaks to
me. 

Just not enough to read it.

When something reminds me of The Razor’s Edge or my
perception of what the novel will be like if I ever read it, I pull
this copy out.  I tap it as Gregory Peck is making his last
defense of Tom Robinson on the screen.

And that is the paradox of my life—to be cool in middle school,
I stop reading.  Then, in high school, I try to embrace
reading, to wear it on my sleeve in a school that politely praises
the act while doing all it can to gut its practice.  Wanting
to read, though, I find I cannot.  I become physically
ill.  Carrying on in a land of pretenders, I am the best, but
also the only one who seems to want to change. 

The movie is paused.  I break out of my deep thoughts.

Mr. Jones calls out from his seat on the left, “Why is Mr. Peck
defending Tom?”  

Silence.

“He’s paid to,” someone finally shouts.

“True,” Mr. Jones replies.  “He could, though, simply go
through the motions.  Blah, blah, blah… he’s guilty. 
Done.  Instead, Gregory Peck puts on a great
defense.” 

Again, silence.

Mr. Jones keeps referring to Atticus as Gregory Peck, the actor
who plays him in the film.  He tries to tease out of us why a
white attorney would bother to defend a poor black defendant. 
This display of Socratic investigation, which occurs on occasion,
gives a glimpse at the teacher Mr. Jones once was, or had hoped to
be.  He calls on five dolts who reply with five shrugs before
he answers his own question.  It is not that people don’t
understand the intricacies of the plot; they just want to watch the
video. 

“Just play it,” the girl in front of me calls out from inside of
her sweatshirt hood. 

Mr. Jones does just that.

 

 

“Are we going to discuss the photocopy?” I ask. 

Several students shift in their seats, a couple shoot me
looks.

“Not today,” Mr. Jones replies.

“Because it’s different,” I say.  “Than the movie.”  I
do not know this, but as the movie is always different than the
book it is a pretty good guess.

In fact, we have never been given the book.  Photocopies of
a single chapter have been given to us a week before; the really
big-deal one where Atticus has Mayella on the stand.  The size
of the text is large.  Some kids in class are freaked out by
the tiny type of the book, but the enlarged type of the photocopy
makes for a fat packet that is also scary.  Most have lost
theirs.  My photocopy sits on the counter top of the low book
cabinets, where I had placed it when Mr. Jones was handing them out
a week before.  At home, I have my own copy of To Kill a
Mockingbird that I had saved from being burnt at the fire last
summer.  I read the scenes Gregory Peck brings to life before
us.  That first fire prodded me into reading the texts
everyone pretended to read; the first reading I had done since
sixth grade. 

“Perhaps the difference between the film and the book is a theme
you might want to explore in your unit project,” Mr. Jones
helpfully offers.  “When we have our quiz on Friday, it will
be clear who read.”

That wakes the class up enough for everyone to glare at
me: 

Don’t rock the boat.

Jones expects that apathy.








   Early Dismissal

 

Had she been in my English 200 class, Sophie MacDonald would
have sat with her back facing the movie, reading To Kill a
Mockingbird as each scene played out behind her.  I
suspect that she might have read some of the scene out loud, in
sync with the video.  Unfortunately for those who enjoy
student drama, her section of English 200 will not get the video
until December, and she had already been removed from the class for
being disruptive. 

Second period: Sophie sits in the cafeteria, mulling over a cup
of coffee (black) and reading (literature not assigned). 
Because our movie ends with thirty minutes left of class, Mr. Jones
lets us go early.  He does not even attempt another class
discussion.  I meet up with Sophie before we both have World
Civilization II.  She has not asked me to sit, but I do.

“I think it’s a whole new type of cheating,” she says to
me.  “Reading the book is now punishable by expulsion.”

“You weren’t expelled,” I say.  “You weren’t even
punished.  You just can’t go back to class.  I would
think you’d be happy with your independent study.”

“Taking the quizzes and writing papers on my own is not getting
an education.”

“It’s a kind of education,” I say. 

She makes a face.

“A re-education.”

“Have you seen the movie before?” I ask her.  “It’s
good.”

“No, I read the book.”

“It’s a classic.  It won an Oscar.  Gregory Peck is
great.” 

My hand touches my beaten Penguin edition of The Razor’s
Edge.  Sophie MacDonald looks down at my hand and the
book, then away.

Before we could discuss the merits of award winning cinema as
its own art form, Mr. Chips slides briskly and neatly into our
lunch table.  With his head held back atop his tall, thin
body, he outstretches his arms and lays them on the table. 
Palms down, he spreads his fingers, and then retracts them. 
Bringing his hands together, his fingers weave a ball.  His
eyes are always on one of us.  We say nothing, staring at his
wide smile as if a strange bird had dropped from the sky; it is
familiar, but out of context and much too close. 

“So you don’t much like school, students?” he asks. 

It is a rhetorical question, but Sophie answers him just the
same. 

“No.” 

She shakes her head.

“And what is so offensive to your sensibilities, Ms.
MacDonald?”

“The lack of an education.”

“And what is an education?” 

I think, Can we drink our coffee in peace?! 

The words are too practiced; he must have dealt with our kind
before. 

It’s a trap!

Sophie bites. 

 “Reading,” she replies.  “Reading is an
education.”

It seems childish and naïve as it comes from her mouth.  As
the words are forming, we both know it is the wrong answer, yet she
cannot stop them from coming.  Sophie MacDonald clings to this
answer because the idea is correct.  Authenticity is what she
means.  Her age—her young age and disparaging
disposition—conspire together as we sit listening to a man so wrong
about our school and its students.  She keeps trying to
explain and clarify and it goes nowhere.

 “Oh, reading.”  Releasing his hands from each other,
he smiles.  “So, you aren’t talking about an education at
all.  You’re talking about the delivery.”  He pauses;
waiting for a contradiction from that never comes.  “If we
were educated from books all day, nobody could understand it. 
They are important, of course, but most of the information students
need to live in the world is available on videos, slide shows and
bullet point documents.  With film, everyone understands what
we are teaching.  Education is separate from the
delivery.”

“But they’re not art,” she says.  Spits.  Her temper
rising. 

She leans forward.  Having flubbed her initial point,
Sophie’s frustration is clearly growing as Mr. Chip’s argument
rolls out unimpeded.  Face flush, arms nervously gesturing,
she does not know what to do with her hands.  She’s like a
goose being attacked by a cat.  I am afraid she will hit
him. 

He has no such concern. 

“Art,” he says, lightly dismissing the thought.  He makes a
noise.  Not so loud or sharp as to offend, but clear enough to
hint that he holds strong reasons for promoting his vision that did
not include such luxuries.  “You’ve got to choose between a
useful education and what people call high art.”  Mr.
Chips smiles, again.  “The former is pretty clear, the latter
is rarely agreed on.”

“But it’s so….” I say, unable to help myself, “idiotic.”

“What is?” Mr. Chips bluntly chimes, speaking the language of
discipline while his voice rings with welcoming hope.  “An
education everyone can understand?  Egalitarian, perhaps, but
not idiotic.  Don’t be a snob.  We believe, in Devon—and
I should say our entire country—that the public schools are for all
children to make something of themselves.  Our school board
takes this very seriously.  I take it very seriously. 
This is not an elitist little camp for you few to run around in at
the taxpayers’ expense.  People have to make a living. 
They need to eat.”

 “We see adaptations of books,” Sophie adds.  “Most
aren’t much more than the plot, and even that’s altered beyond
recognition.  Why not give us the real books?” 

Or not bother at all, I think. 

“Perhaps if English became Film Studies we might learn
something.  To Kill a Mockingbird (film) is good in
its own right.” 

I do not look at Sophie as I say this.

“See there,” Mr. Chips replies.  “We do honor art here in
Devon.”

When I look up, she is glowering.

 “Like Mr. Smith?” Mr. Chips asks, returning to Sophie’s
point.  His smile disappears, and he looks at us very
seriously.  “You saw how successful that was.  You were
both in his class.  His freshman classes were a clean slate;
new school with new expectations.  Freshmen are to be molded
into whatever the teacher wants them to be.  How successful
was Mr. Smith last year?” 

We say nothing, as I suspect Mr. Chips has planned. 

“He is at it again this year. We are on day fifty-seven, a week
after first quarter report cards.  How do you think it is
going?” 

We know how it is going: Poorly. 

“Are students learning?” 

We also know that answer. 

“The die had been cast long before you students arrive. 
Our job is to make sure everyone gets an education, not make you
something you’re not.  That is Mr. Smith’s
failure.”

 








    The Proposal

 

He tells us why he wants to speak with us.

“I am glad to have found you both together.”  Again, Mr.
Chips, palms down, is stretching his fingers and bringing both
hands together into a ball.  He has a tight, straight line for
a mouth.  Looking from Sophie to myself he says, “We have been
talking—the principal, school board and I—about creating an
alternative program for those who do not learn best in the
mainstream.”

“You mean something that resembles school?” she
interrupts. 

Mr. Chips smiles, allowing her an empty punch.

“Something that resembles your vision of a school, perhaps,” he
says.  “You will be in a program where you’ll meet the most
interesting set of young men and women to be found anywhere in the
school.  All the people who, for one reason or another, have
gotten too self-consciously individual to fit into community
life.  All the people who aren’t satisfied with the current
pedagogy, who’ve got independent ideas of their own. 
Everyone, in a word, who’s anyone.” 

He stops for a moment, then adds, “I almost envy you.”

Sophie MacDonald laughs.  “Then why don’t you do this for
all students?” 

At that point, I look down at my battered copy of The
Razor’s Edge.  My fingers pull at the rubber band, and my
thumb flips the corner closest to me.  What I know to be true
is that I do not want to read the book.  I enjoyed carrying,
handling and discussing what I remember from the movie, but that’s
all.  While thinking this, both voices blur and go on.

 








   Steal This Book

 

What I write between Mr. Chips and us is not what was
said.  It is a paraphrase of Chapter XVI from Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World. 

I steal it. 

What is written is the true gist of the conversation between Mr.
Chips, Sophie MacDonald and me; I remember Huxley more
clearly.  Besides me as I write is a copy of Brave New
World, so I borrow some of it. 

God gave us eyes,

To borrow from the best.

 

In truth, I am afraid of this brave new world Mr. Chips is
offering.  Sitting in the back of a darkened moronic class
watching videos and filling out “learning packets” with dolts of a
similar age is simply easier than thinking. 

Plagiarism is my methodology,

Since I am coming clean, our new academic dean’s name is not
really Mr. Chips.  Arthur Chipping is the main character in
James Hilton’s novel Goodbye, Mr. Chips.  The
Chipping of literary fame, nicknamed “Mr. Chips”, is the iconic
elderly teacher that inspires generations of students.  Let me
also admit here that our Mr. Chips has nothing in common with Mr.
Hilton’s creation.  Or, really, the movie I saw of the book
when it was on television.  There is nothing heroic, inspiring
or even academic about him.  He is a snake.  Only as the
antithesis does our Mr. Chips allow for such an invocation.

 








   World Civilization II

 

Tumbling through the door, students find their seats. 
Somewhere between the cafeteria and this classroom I lose Sophie
MacDonald.  As in English, I sit in the back.  Sophie
always sits near the door.  Today is a video day, so I wonder
if she’s skipping.  After the bell rings Sophie comes in with
a few other unrelated students, no excuse, and sits in her usual
spot.

Unlike the English courses, the History department numbers their
courses chronologically: I, II, III.  Whereas the English
department follows a system copied (poorly) from college that
indicates depth of knowledge (100, 200, 300, etc.), History creates
a simple timeline (it’s what they do).  The use of Roman
numerals implies historical roots.  Sophomores are in
II.  It almost feels like scholarship.

His body relaxed, Mr. Johnson leans against his desk.  His
oxford shirt crumpled in the front, with the blue tie falling to
the left of his stomach, his head tilted to the side, he smiles as
his eyes behind glasses betray that his mind is wandering. 
Watching and listening, marker in his hand, he seems to be
unconsciously counting the seconds before his loss of control over
the class’ direction is confirmed.  In his class, Mr. Smith
would be trying to pull the conversation back to the text, or at
least get people to watch their language.  “These are not bad
things, in theory,” he often says, “but raising your hand allows
everyone to hear it.”  Mr. Smith wants students to relate to
the material. 

He wants a discussion.  I think he is the only one.

Mr. Johnson has an entirely different philosophy.

He says to the class, “The way to be a good teacher is
twofold:  know your subject and fuel up on coffee.  Oh,
and throw in a couple of fart jokes.”  He then proceeds with a
fart joke as an introduction to trench warfare in World War
I.  As the class snowballs beyond the discussion of farting,
Mr. Johnson deals with it in his usual fashion: He fires up the
movie.  It is his most reliable card to play.  Most
everyone winds up their conversation and several people ask the
same question:

“What are we watching?” 

Silent in response, Mr. Johnson knows he has gained control
back.  With the remote in hand, he finishes his introduction
to gas warfare (titter, titters ignored) as the class
endures knowledge while waiting for their reward: The movie.

“Is this in black and white?” a voice on the side asks. 
This is code for “Is this movie going to be boring?” because
everything old is boring.

“Can we turn off the lights?” three students asked at once.

Mr. Johnson nods, and tells Sophie MacDonald to turn out the
lights.  He always chooses Sophie, who sits near the door on a
low cabinet.  Knees apart, leaning forward, her sneakers
dangle slowly and quietly while Mr. Johnson speaks to the rest of
the class, with a small jerk forward her body hops off of the
cabinet, glides to the door, and flips the switch.  The lights
go out.  As the video starts, the class settles in.

As the video flickers in the dark, I think back to the
conversation Mr. Chips, Sophie MacDonald and I had in the cafeteria
between classes.  From what little I can remember, he had
talked about an alternative program at Devon Union High
School.  But now, a short time after the conversation, I have
even fewer hard details to go on; really, none.  Many
questions, though, flower from the huge gaps in my memory of the
event.  Leaning back in my stiff chair, I pull my khaki skirt
down while stretching my sneakers out as far as my legs will push
them.  Relaxing, my long body molds to the chair.  With
images of the French and German front lines before me, I turn my
mind towards my questions and dig into my memories.

What, after all, is this alternative program?  A warehouse
for troublemakers, or a paradise of free thinkers could be waiting
for those willing to sign up.  From his words, Mr. Chips seems
to be providing the latter. 

Could he? 

Would he? 

What would such a thing look like? 

How would they grade us? 

As Sophie pushed her reading agenda, Mr. Chips did not
contradict her. 

The Devon School comes to mind.  Perhaps we would sit,
leaning forward, all wearing khaki pants and sweaters; a daily come
and go.  Could we have The Devon School at the bottom of the
hill?

No.

These thoughts are interrupted as the machine broke and the
movie stops playing.  Only ten minutes into the documentary,
and we have only learned two things of lasting value.  In a
minute, we will learn more.

No, I say.








   What I Learn From World Civilization
II

 

Mr. Johnson explains important stuff after the video breaks and
he’s unable to explain World War I.

He says, “The English department has, with the blessing of Mr.
Chips, pushed Mr. Smith down into all of the freshmen English
classes.”

“He chose that, or they made him do it?” a student asks.

Mr. Johnson chooses to ignore the question.  Instead, he
uses World War I as a metaphor.  He says, “Devon Union High
School is taking a page from the German World War I
playbook.   In the spring of 1918 the German army sent
small select, well trained forces into the weak parts of the Allied
defensive lines.  Using the element of shock and surprise,
they broke through the lines and cut off the remaining fortified
sections from each other.  The main German army mopped up
those now isolated units.

“Like that German Spring Offensive of 1918, one select, well
trained teacher is being sent into the weak parts of the student
body: the freshmen class.  With an element of shock and
surprise, he will demand a certain level of literacy—he does
already—setting the rest of the English department up for
academically serious students in the sophomore, junior and senior
classes.”

Proud of this analogy, he then gets tied up in a snowball about
someone’s uncle and a chicken.

Like the German army, Mr. Smith is doomed to fail. 

Looking ahead in the textbook that lays neglected on a back
table, I predict where it will end.  Mr. Smith will charge
ahead, demand students read and write, so that every freshman
understands that Devon Union High School is about standards. 
His supplies lines, though, are weak.  Devon Union High School
is not about standards.  While initial resistance folds quite
quickly, and students do work, by October the war grows ugly. 
When report cards come out, the barrage begins.  Students
complain, as do their parents, and the school board, with fears of
another huge summer school bill, begin asking a lot of
questions.  Mr. Smith looks around and finds the rest of his
forces gone.  The department said nothing when Mr. Chips, the
academic dean, speaks with him. 

Smith’s supply lines have been cut. 

It’s all in the book.

 

Those who fail to learn from
history are doomed to repeat it.

 

That’s what it says on the wall above Mr. Johnson’s head.

Flipping to the end of the chapter, I wonder if Mr. Johnson has
even bothered to read the text.

Overall, the other English classes are a success, he tells us;
students are passing at incredible numbers.  Parents are
happy, and teachers have an easy load.  With Mr. Smith in the
trenches, the rest of us are living in the next chapter, he says:
The Jazz Age.

I wonder how this ends?

The bell rings before I can flip to the next chapter.

 








   Overheard Classroom Scene

 

After the first report cards go home, Mr. Chips speaks with Mr.
Smith privately about his fifty percent failure rate.  I hear
about this from two freshmen talking during Free Block.

“It’s about me,” Mr. Smith tells his class, flustered and
upset.  “Chips says that if half of my class is failing, then
I am failing as a teacher.  I need to reach them.  It is
my responsibility.  My job.”

The class looks at him.

“We’re failing?” a student says.

Mr. Smith ignores the question.  Of course they are
failing.

“The way Chips kept using the word my job,” Mr. Smith
continues, “I think he was threatening me.  Fire me? 
He’s going to fire me for holding students accountable?”

 

That will not be why Mr. Smith is fired.  When the police
drag him away junior year, Mr. Smith is the most effective teacher
in the school.  No, he is a threat to something else.

 








   Excerpts

 

Now, every English class has several plays on their syllabus
instead of novels.  No one reads them, but we see them acted
on video.  That, we are told by Mr. Chips, is how they are
intended to be seen.  “Shakespeare didn't write for a reader,”
Mr. Chips explains, “he wrote for the stage, for the
audience.  That is how you should experience
it.”  Sophomore year is a lot easier than freshman year.

It makes me miss Mr. Smith’s class.

 

When Mr. Jones collects the packets from To Kill a
Mockingbird, I pick up my copy off of the counter and hand it
in.  It is clear it has not been read, but Mr. Jones does not
notice.

 

What, I wonder as I glue a large rock to a collage on “The
Lottery,” is quality work at DU?  Looking at the mass of
popular media cut up and reposted as collages in a nod to
literature, I shudder to think of the projects that did not make
the wall.  We also wrote a paper on each book, but that grade
was unclear, too.

 

I snap the rubber band of my book.

The Penguin edition—part prop and part security blanket; this
copy satisfies my interest in the story—really, my
story—what I think is the story from the back cover and clips of
the movie. 

 








The Essay of My Academic Career

 

Mr. Jones has us do a project about books in lieu of
actually reading any. 

“I want to write a paper,” I say.

He says, “Write what you know.”

I write about burning books.


 

In Defense of Burning
Books

By Lenore Jackson

 

A word in defense of burning books. 

Let’s move beyond images of fascists and ignorance blazing
the night sky with censorship.  We watched those movies in
World Civilization I.  These are easy images that we don’t see
ourselves being part of, yet most of that World Civilization I
class went to the burning a few months later. 

Instead, let’s be honest: Under the right conditions, you
would burn a book.

A book is hope, until it is not.  Then what?

Where do books really stand in your life?  How many are
truly important to you?  Books that you have read, admire, and
will read again?  You can throw away the rest. 

So toss the following: That book your mother thought you
would like but you knew from the first moment would never get
read.  Old textbooks that you told yourself might get
referenced again.  All of those books that you tried to read
because of the intriguing cover, but which never lived up to the
art designer’s promises (shame: you judged a book by its
cover.).  Get rid of the award winner that was “good for you”
and not actually any good. 

Now let it go.

Now take that collection of “important” books—the books that
remain—and imagine yourself stranded on a desert island for ten
years.  You can take as many as you want.  How many are
you taking now? 

Being a desert island, you have to drag them from the wreck
that got you there, keep them dry and carry them every time you
move your shelter.

How many are you willing to lug around? 

That’s your new number.

Is it small?

Now imagine you are rescued from your desert island. 
You bring that small number back to your home.  Will you lend
any of the remaining ones to friends?  After all, your friend
who you never really trusted has always wanted to read your copy of
Jack London’s To Build a Fire and Other Stories.  It is just
sitting there and you couldn’t say “no,” could you? 

Gone, lost, destroyed, or lent to that friend of a friend
through implied permission (“I didn’t think you’d mind, but since
they spilled pasta on it I’ll just buy you a new one”) you will
never see these books again. 

Now picture those still remaining.

What makes them so special?

The binding will just break because the book is not properly
care for.

If you have any books left, I suspect that they would fit in
a backpack. 

Now you lose the backpack.

Everyone shares the sentiment that it is a shame to throw
out books, but realistically there are plenty that deserve
it.  Some books should never really have been published;
horrible mysteries that hold no surprise, cookbooks using beef
jerky, and celebrity bios.  Forgetting about topical books
like almanacs and encyclopedias.  A cracked spine, bad glue
job, or a bit of uncontrolled hot chocolate spill will take its
toll on even the most lyrical classic. 

But some books just wind up being recycled because people
are different.  People also change.  Perhaps Helen is a
very different person than Karen—mother-daughter, casual friends,
or misunderstood teammates.  Or, Karen grew up: The obsessions
and fears of childhood seem trivial by college.

The point is that most everyone cherishes
books. 

Does that mean that every book is sacred? 
No. 

Everyone eventually clears their stash. 

So, you might as well burn it.



 For this I get an “A” and trip to Mr. Chip’s office. 
He gives me the look he usually reserves for Sophie
MacDonald.  I get praise for my insights. 

Then he tells me to knock it off.

And, I’m in the alternative program for next year.

 








    The Second Burning

 

There is no there there.

I read that on the back of a book before cramming it between two
pallets.  My nose is full of some flammable liquid I found in
my garage.  The author of that quote, Gertrude Stein, was
talking about Oakland, California, but she could be summing up the
second burning.  

It is like the later Night Librarian books. 
The Night Librarian in Alphabetville, for example, had all
of the elements of the original The Night Librarian: the
glasses, striped stockings, her penchant for bagels and, of course,
those enormous wings that allow her to fly around the town
delivering books from her tote bag.  Except this later night
librarian incarnation leaves the Lawrence Memorial Library on the
first page to find  herself in the fictional city of
Alphabetville.  Alphabetville is a contrivance to teach the
alphabet to readers too young for The Night Librarian’s
dark sensibilities.  Of course, its dark nature is the essence
and allure of the first The Night Librarian books. 
In Alphabetville there is no bagel stealing, and every kid gets the
book they unknowingly want (as opposed to a mix of pink covered
doll books slipped into a bully’s backpack on library day so that
it falls out in front of his victims, giving them the power to
laugh at him).  Even on the “T” page there is no toilet humor;
the real Night Librarian is always using other people’s
toilets.

There was no there there.  Is not here.

The second burning is curiously void of the cathartic magic that
had ruled the year before.  There is no inhibition.
 People line up before the gate opens.  It is larger, but
it doesn’t have the energy.  Missing is the taboo; the
mischievousness.  Like Alphabetville and Oakland, there is no
here here.  If anything sucked the “here” out, it’s
the introduction of Mr. Chips last fall. 

This dullness is punctuated by crazed frenzied transformation of
Mr. Smith. 

An hour after I stop selling books, Mr. Smith runs into yard
yelling and grabbing books out of people’s hands. 

He’s lost it. 

Tongues will wag the next day 

Did you see Mr. Smith? 

He’s lost it. 

A couple of teachers at the fire hold him; it looks like he is
going to throw himself onto the pyre.  He wrestles free and
runs into the night.  I see the tie waving over his right
shoulder as his body disappears into the darkness.

 








   Mr. Smith Goes Crazy

 

But there is more that no one else sees.

Before he goes crazy in public, he confronts me,
alone. 

Returning to my storage area, I duck my cash box into an old
duct behind a few unopened boxes of books.  Not the most
secure location; I rely on the trusted apathy of my peers and their
obliviousness to the scale of the business I have transacted that
evening: It had been huge.  Having learned a few things from
my freshman effort, I am looking at a large deposit on
Monday.  Standing up near the duct, I pause. 

The room is dark. 

Flickers of light from the fire dance with shadows of revelers
on the walls.  They are enormous; tribal.  Outside voices
and music are muffled by the glass windows. 

In the room stands Mr. Smith. 

He is in a dark corner.

“I have to ask,” he says calmly, “what you are doing?”

“What do you mean?” With the calm tone in his voice, I think he
might rob me.  “What do you mean?”

“The books?” 

He wears a light blue oxford cloth shirt.  His buttons do
not match the correct button holes, so the shirt hangs funny. 
With a tired expression of someone finding themselves suddenly
without a soul, he motions to the piles of cardboard boxes that
stand in the center of the room. 

Or the fire. 

I don’t know. 

Arms hanging dead at his sides, his right hand jerks about a
foot towards one of them.  He seems exhausted.  I know
what he means; he is talking about the event, all of it, not my
money.

“What do you mean?” 

Now I am stalling for time. 

He’s crazy. 

I’m scared.

“You can’t sell books to burn them,” he says. 

I patiently lay out the argument I have already done for you in
my paper for Mr. Jones.  He is patient, listening for a good
fifteen minutes while more books are tossed on the fire, muffled
laughs making it through the waist to ceiling glass windows, while
shadow figures jump and dance on the walls.

“I read your paper,” he says.  “I know your argument.”

“Oh.”

Long pause.

“Still,” he says, “It’s not about the books.”

Part of my brain is considering the various exits.  My body
tenses up.  I must look like a cat cornered, because he takes
a step back.  I had thought he was already in the corner, but
I guess there is more room in that darkness.

“It’s them,” he says.  Again, his hand jerks.  “I
tried to teach you about context.” 

He looks at me. 

Even in the darkness, I know that he is appealing to me on the
level of someone who understands such things.  He thinks I
understand such things, and I guess I do. 

But I don’t. 

Not enough to care.  The burning is a bit sad this year,
but that’s the nature of parties.

 “They don’t understand the difference between the good
books and the bad.  It’s why you can never burn any
books.  They can’t judge.”

“Perhaps you don’t give them enough credit.” 

Even as I say it, I know it’s a lie.  The dancers are
idiots, as deep as their shadows on the wall.  That is not
what he is thinking, though.  

“They are better than you think,” he replies.

Deep down, Mr. Smith believes in each and every one of his
students.  In his heart, he knows that literature is important
and that it is important because it raises each and every one of
his students up a bit.  In teaching it, he sees the best in
people.  This faith is the difference between us. 

He believes in us, and I do not even believe in
myself. 

Standing there, Mr. Smith does not dignify my sad look with a
response.  Something tells me our conversation is finished,
and I leave the room a little anxious.

 








   What Sophie Says

 

“Hey,” I say to Sophie MacDonald. 

She is looking at the pile, in the dark shadows a few steps
behind the revelers, hands in her pockets.  Alone, she does
not flinch at being spoken to.  My voice—it has been six weeks
since we have spoken; our relationship ended with the school year
(although I had seen her at her job—she works at the Coffee Mill
now—pouring vast amounts of coffee)—does not surprise or create a
rise in her. 

“I need you for a second.”

“Need me to haul a few more boxes for the fire?”

“No, I’m done for the night,” I say, choosing not to pick up on
her sarcasm.

“I guess sales of catharsis reach a limit.”

“No,” I say, ignoring her derision.  “No, I need you to
help me with Mr. Smith.”

That piques her interest. 

“What’s up?”  She follows as I say nothing but simply move
towards my storage building.  “Is he dead?”

“No.” 

Sophie MacDonald follows me across the parking lot and to the
side door of the mill. 

“No,” I repeat. 

She does not ask a follow up question, but simply follows me
into the darkness.

“So you are in this, too, Sophie?” Mr. Smith says in the same
calm voice as before.

“No.  I’m just an observer.” 

Her voice, too, is calm.  It is if she was not surprised
that our English teacher from freshman year is standing in a dark
corner of an empty mill on a summer night while three hundred
teenagers throw books on a bonfire. 

I’m scared to death.  And creeped out.

And shamed.

“You know,” she offers, “the view is much better out
there.” 

Mr. Smith says nothing to this.

“I don’t know what to do,” he finally sputters.

“Do?” Sophie says, after a bit of silence.  “You either
believe you can do something about it, or you just accept it.”

“That’s it?” I ask her, surprised at my joining the
discussion.

“Yeah,” she says, looking at me.  Then she turns her head
back towards Mr. Smith.  “If you believe you can change it,
change it.  If not, why do you care?”

“If I believe, what can I do?”

“I don’t know,” Sophie replies.  I expect her to say
I’m only sixteen or You’re the teacher.  I
would have.  Instead, she says, “I don’t believe.  I’m
just amazed it’s so out in the open.”  And then she gives a
short little laugh; more of a snort, really. 

The snort sets Mr. Smith off. 

He freaks and runs out the door into the parking lot. 
Charging into the crowd—into many of his former students—he begins
to grab books and toss them into the night.  Singles and small
bunches, he is going from student to student and making lunging
grabs for books, and then whipping around and letting them fly
willy-nilly.  Spinning into the darkness, they barely leave
his hand when he attacks someone else.  I guess he is saving
them from burning.  Kids do not know what to do; he is a
teacher, but clearly mad.  Some clutch their books to their
chests, protecting them from someone trying to save them from
burning, while others stand too stunned to do anything.  Years
of abuse at the hands of teachers—the yelling and ordering
about—had instilled certain compliance: no one was going to stand
in his way.  Slowly, more and more of the crowd becomes aware
of what is happening.

Lunging toward the fire, clearly off balance, a few teachers
celebrating the end of summer term grab him.  Grounded for a
second, and seeing the familiar faces of his peers, Mr. Smith has a
moment of clarity. 

He freezes. 

But only for a moment.

Quickly regaining his frenzy, he wrestles his body free and runs
into the night, tie flapping good bye. 

 

That night it rains.  The books Mr. Smith has thrown into
the night blow up like bloated fans, making them unreadable. 
I am left with those tossed books and a soggy charcoal puddle to
clean up in the morning.

 








   A Book Speaks to Me

 

I am at The Devon School and I wander into the
library. 

A week ago Mr. Smith ran into the night, crashing a successful
book burning.  It has been a week of personal sadness, but I
don’t know why. 

Okay, I do. 

But I can’t put it into words.  So I mope.  My shoes
covered in charcoal sludge from clean-up, my mother does not speak
to me all week.

I walk the stacks.

And I see it.  It speaks to me.

 

THAT book. 

That book is Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge and it
changes my life.  Not the story, but this specific copy of the
book.  Unlike the rubber band bound Penguin copy I carry
around, I find the copy that holds my soul. 

It speaks to me. 

Everything that will follow in my life—I know this when I see
it—comes from my discovery of THIS physical edition.

A blue gray cover, above the white leaf printing of DEVON SCHOOL
on the spine, the code c.4 is written in a white pen with
a handwriting that all posthumous librarians seem to possess. 
This implies that it is the fourth copy of the library’s, although
it is the only one on the shelf.  Ninety-eight people checked
that copy of The Razor’s Edge before it speaks to
me.  Ninety-eight return dates are stamped in the back. 
Between October 5, 1949 and when it calls out to me book 63091 is
taken out ninety-eight times.  The flaps from the jacket that
describe the book are taped into the front pages, apparently cut
from the dust jacket when the library binding was put on. 
Inside the library card pocket is a card with the names of
twenty-two people who went to the school and, presumably, read
it.  Two people checked it out twice, while Tom Mansfield
checked it out, and presumably read it, three times over the course
of a year.

Maybe he faked it, like I do. 

Now I have that book.  The details of its manufacture, and
the shifting meaning I glean from simply holding the text, are mere
details to a simple fact—it is THAT book.

 

The Razor’s Edge, pilfered from the Devon School
library, will never get another stamp.

I steal it. 

It tells me to. 

I imagine I have taken the book out, and that I even belong in
that library doing imaginary scholarship. 

Technically, I am trespassing. 

I don’t belong here. 

What I am doing is simply criminal.  Surrounded by
tradition, I am none of it.  The book is a substitute.

I take it.

 

That night I lay with my Blakiston edition—THAT edition—of
The Razor’s Edge and fall asleep.  We are now on the
same side, fighting the fight.  That night I lay down with my
book, shove my nose between pages 142 and 143, take a deep breath
and fall asleep.

 








   The View From Up There

 

Here’s how I wound up in the library.

The Devon School is in summer session. 

Unlike our summer school, which is a punishment for idiots, The
Devon School summer session is an academic enrichment for this
country’s best and brightest.  These future leaders are eager
to learn after three trimesters of regular, demanding academic
instruction.  Now, in shorts, short sleeves and no socks they
smile, laugh, and carry books from building to building—books that
have been read prior to class—with plans to discuss them in
depth.

Get it: Devon town teens hate to learn.  Devon School teens
thrive on it.

In the newspaper, I see an article asking for craftspeople and
merchants to come to The Devon School on a Thursday night for a
market they were putting together.  It is the start of parent
weekend; some students want to buy their parents a gift, some
parents want to buy their kids some supplies, and kids without
visiting parents need something to do so as not to feel sad. 
For little money and the approval of the events coordinator, anyone
can get a table and set up shop.

Most of the year Devon students shop at two stores very close to
the school.  A road snakes down from the hill, and a cluster
of small stores sustains themselves there.  Devon Athletic
Shop sells athletic gear and clothing emblazoned with Devon in the
school’s blue and white colors (Devon Union High School is gold and
blue, and sweatshirts can be bought at The Athletic Zone in the
commercial remnants of our downtown).  Gus General Store (no
apostrophe) sells stationary supplies, candy, and items for a dorm
room.  If you need an alarm clock or thumbtacks, Gus is your
man.

I pitch the idea of selling books.

“What type?” the events coordinator asks.

“Used.” I reply. 

That’s enough.  Used books have a cache with the preps that
populates The Devon School.  The coordinator does not ask
about their condition, and I do not offer that they are all old
library books.  My table is approved.  With the help of
my one armed father, I haul up ten boxes of books and sit behind a
table for three hours one Thursday night.

It goes well. 

I get some looks, as library books stand out.  On each
spine is a call number.  Browsers flip open immediately to the
pocket that had once held a circulation card.  Many of my
customers are not parents or students, but teachers who are hungry
for something to read.  The books sell well, and my father and
I only take home three boxes.  I send my father home, telling
him I want to walk home in the evening air.

The Devon campus is quite small.  The main quad consists of
six buildings, three of which are dedicated to classes in the
humanities, science, and fine arts.  One is an administrative
building, another the library, and at the end is a chapel.  A
second quad consists of four dorms.  Further away is the
athletic building.  A few smaller dorms and miscellaneous
buildings are scattered about the rest of the campus.  Some of
the faculty live on campus, while others have houses at the bottom
of the hill.  A few of their children go to school with me,
but most attend Devon. 

After my father drives away, I poke around before going to the
library. 

Walking through the stacks in the fiction section, I come across
THAT book. 

I do not steal it. 

Then. 

Pulling it down with my index finger, I examine it and read the
first page. 

Not really understanding it, I put it back. 

After a drink of water, I go outside again.

The hill on which The Devon School sits is not actually that
high.  Our town is surrounded by mountains.  On maps, the
hill The Devon School sits on is called Maple Hill, but everyone
calls it Devon.  I walk past the edge of the quad, and down a
path that leads to a viewing spot.  It has a stone bench with
the name of an alumni that had died young carved on the seat. 
From this spot I can see the entire town. 

It’s a dump. 

Large numbers of houses are clearly unoccupied.  No lights
are on.  The colors of buildings are faded.  Looking at
the old mills, the few windows that are broken make them seem
emptier than any echo could.  All of the bare parking lots,
once filled with the automobiles of productive citizens, lay open
before my eyes.  I can see the black spot where my pile of
books had burned only a week before.  Few cars prowl the
streets.  It would seem peaceful if it was not been so
sad.  Standing there, I imagine Devon at its best.  Ten
thousand workers filling the mills, parking lots crammed with cars,
families in homes and light spilling out into the early
evening.  The town was happy then.  Still, from the top
of the hill, the town is just houses and mills. 

It is ugly.

This is how they see us, I think. 

Standing on the hill, I look down at the town where I have lived
since birth.  This is how they see us.  With
that, I turn back to the campus.  Walking straight through the
quad, I enter the library and steal my copy of The Razor’s
Edge.  I am determined to read it. 

With that, I will erase myself from Devon-the-town.

 








I Walk These Halls

 

On the first blank card page of my stolen copy of The
Razor’s Edge are written notes about the book in a soft, faded
pencil that is difficult to read.  On the last page of
text—246—are notes in another hand, written in a violent ballpoint
pen and decipherable only by its author, or possibly a forensics
technician.  They continue onto the facing blank page. 
Not only is the penmanship illegible, but much of its contents are
page numbers without apparent context.  Still, it harks of
scholarship.  Although I cannot even bring myself to read the
book, I picture myself in the Devon School library, breaking it
down and writing a paper with insights never before revealed in all
of its years. 

Imagining knowing Latin or reading Maugham is less work than
actual self-improvement.  In addition to my academic laziness,
I suppose theft is proof of my inferior overall
character. 

Unfit for the Devon School, I walk the halls of Devon Union High
School pretending to have read The Razor’s Edge.

 








That Book

 

That night I lay with my Blakiston edition—THAT edition—of
The Razor’s Edge and fall asleep. 

When I get upset, I smell books.  Older books smell
differently than newer ones.  Even old textbooks,
olfactory-wise, evolve into literature over time. 

Try it with this book, now. 

It brings me much closer to Sophie MacDonald.  We are now
on the same side, fighting the fight.  That night I had lay
down with my book, shove my nose between pages 142 and 143, take a
deep breath and fall asleep.

 








   143.  I Love You

 

That evening, flipping through THAT copy of The Razor’s
Edge, laying on my bed hoping to get drawn in, I find a little
message written that I had not noticed before.

  I love you. 

The pencil is light, leaving it unclear if it was written long
ago or simply in careful hand.  Printed, it has a delicate
flow nonetheless.  I wonder who has written it, and to
who.  My wonder drifts from the writer to the reader.

I imagine scenarios. 

In my notebook I make a list of the names that have checked the
book out, but I remain unsure of what to do with it. 

I love you someone had written. 

I pull out my Penguin edition and take off the rubber
band.  Opening the book, I turn to page 143. 

No one loves me. 

At least, no one expresses it. 

Except for my mother and father. 

In their way.

The pagination of the two books is different—the Penguin edition
is reset after the Blakiston edition fell out of print, probably to
fit the mass market format—but the words are not connected to the
content of the note.  If someone wanted to love me, it would
be proclaimed on page 143: One letter in “I”, four in “love” and
three in “you”. 

1-4-3. 

Simple and sophomoric and raw and stupid and real for the world
to see.  It is a brainless riddle that shouts its intentions
from a megaphone. 

143, 143, 143. 

I love you.

 








Summer Ends

 

The week before summer ends, my father gets a letter saying the
town lister has reconsidered.  It is the third year in a row
that my father has protested our property taxes and gotten his
way.  Later, my mother tells me that the town lister had once
been the safety inspector for the mill where my father had lost his
arm.  At the time, his accident had been put at the feet of
this man, which has been a horrible burden.  My father is not
one to point fingers.  My mother would not say if this past
connection and the relisting are connected, but I suspect they
are.  What troubles her, she says, is wondering if her father
knew this going to argue it.  Had he played on the man’s
guilt? 

That is not the man she married, she said.

I think back to my fires.  My mother is scowling at me.

This is not my family, I hear.

 








   The Box

 

Tromping upstairs to my room, I toss my bag onto my bed and go
to the bookshelf.  On top sits a box.  Inside is THAT
edition.  Sliding the fitted cover of the box, I pull
out the few things that are important to me: 

Blankiston edition of The Razor’s Edge. 

Box of matches. 

Tennis ball. 

Ten photos. 

Flyer for my first burning. 

Rings I used to wear in sixth grade, along with a bracelet.

Laid on the bed, my life is as simple as the box that holds
it.

In grammar school we also had a woodworking class.  It is
required of every student, and we took it in sixth, seventh and
eighth grades.  Being younger, we learned how to use hand
tools: Hammer, rip saw, cross cut saw, jig saw, chisel, nail set,
wood plane, brace and bit.  While kids go home and use family
power tools equal or better than those that were in the mills, we
learned in school how to use these simple tools to make simple
things.  Devon is the home of tens of thousands of wren
because every family has multiple, identical wren birdhouses
mounted around their yards; their sixth grade project.  Every
father receives an identical wooden tool box on Father’s Day
(seventh grade) and every mother a sewing box (eighth grade) for
Mothers’ Day.  Everyone knows their roots are in working with
their hands: cultural identity.  Everyone knows how to use
tools: practical skills.  Everyone learns how to plan before
acting: more abstract but important life skill.  Everyone
appreciates simplicity.

The tools we have at the high school are old and basic: lathe,
band saw, table saw, drill press.  They have no safety stops,
or laser guides.  For each machine the ON button is big and
green, while a big red button stops it.  In Mr. Ellis’ class
simplicity is a good thing.  He stresses it.  In
discussing architecture, design, construction, relationships,
lunch… he always stresses simplicity. 

Quality over quantity, he says. 

Keep it simple, stupid, he yells. 

The first project of the year is always a box, which allows him
to see our dexterity with tools and ability to plan.  If
you can’t make a box, how can you make anything else? he asks
no one in particular as he walks around us busy worker bees. 
Extolling the simple perfection of a box—structurally, usefully,
metaphysically—we spend four weeks learning to believe that our
finished empty box holds everything we need to know about
life. 

Junior year, it does.








Part 3

Junior Year
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Student: Jackson, Agnes
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Homeroom: Homeroom: Ellis: Woodshop
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Period 3: Alternative: Staff: TBA
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   Mr. Smith

 

Mr. Smith throws himself into promoting reading. 

Unlike previous years, where he expects literature to eventually
work its magic, he is now filled with the knowledge that getting
kids to read will take a horrible toll on his soul.  The fire
has been a glimpse into something he has denied until now: We hate
to read. 

Mr. Smith has no choice but to exploit the worst in people for
his ends.  

It is for their own good. 

He mutters this under his breath.  In the hallway.  In
class.

Other teachers talk.

 








   Crazy Obsessed Love

 

Crazy Obsessed Love is a book two girls down the
cafeteria table talk about. 

“Heathcliff or Edgar, who would you choose?”

She is sitting with her right leg folded beneath her denim
skirt, taking a sip of skim milk from a carton and waiting for the
friend to respond. 

“Edgar has the money,” the other replies. 

She, too, drinks skim milk, but wears jeans and a simple blue
button down shirt. 

“So does Heathcliff….  More, I think.” 

“But he’s crazy.  Who needs that….” 

Between them sits a book: Crazy Obsessed
Love. 

The cover is comprised of those three words, each with its own
line:


Crazy. 

Obsessed. 

Love. 



 The letters could be no larger and fit on the cover.

“Can I see that?” I ask. 

The two look at me, so engrossed in their conversation that they
are surprised anyone else is at the table.

On the back is a picture of a hunk with no shirt on,
brooding. 

The cover has been clumsily printed on a cheap color printer and
glued onto the original book.  I think the gloomy Adonis is
clipped from an advertisement for back-to-school clothing (that he
wore none in the photo was part of the marketing campaign, I
remember).  The book has been doctored.  Indeed, the back
lower corner is peeling a tad, but as I pick it with the nail of my
right pointer finger the one freshman sees this and asks for it
back, annoyed. 

I comply.

 








   English 100 Redux

 

Mr. Smith says nothing when I attend his class the next
day. 

His room is the same as it had been when I was a freshman: too
small, with too little furniture.  It being October, it is a
surprise that most of the class roster is still attending. 
Everyone, though, has books. 

I see a copy of Teen Party House. 

Like Crazy Obsessed Love, the title takes up all of the
cover.  The font is festive:


Teen (blue);

Party (pink);

House (yellow). 



 It, too, is clearly a cheap photocopy glued onto another
book.  As I look around the room, I see other titles equally
co-opted: Madwoman in the Attic; Phonies Kill Me; Road Trip on
a Raft; I.D. Mix-up!; Party People; and Angry
Black Man.

“What is wrong with your main character?” Mr. Smith
asks. 

No one is quite settled, and his voice is near a
shout. 

“WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOUR CHARACTER?!” he repeats,
louder this time.

“Mine is crazy,” the girl from the day before says about the
character in Crazy Obsessed Love.  No hand raised,
she just volunteers the information.

“WHO?!” Mr. Smith shouts at her.  Then, in a regular voice
threaded with strong hint of expectation, he asks, “Which
main character is crazy?”

“Heathcliff.”

“I ask,” Mr. Smith explains, his voice strangely clam, “because
we do not want to assume anything about any of the
characters.  We want to be precise.  Demand more from
your books by demanding more from yourself.”  For the benefit
of the rest of the class, most of whom are not reading Crazy
Obsessed Love, he explains the basic plot.  “Is it crazy
to love?” he asks at last.

“No,” the girl replies.  “He’s obsessed, though.”

I take Mr. Smith’s loud, angry voice as being fed up with
students.

I notice she is not intimidated. 

“If he loved her, Heathcliff would be happy she’s happy.”

“Perhaps she’s crazy,” Mr. Smith puts forward.  “Perhaps we
should be with the one who wants us the most.  Heathcliff
worships Catherine.  Everything in his life is about
her.  How could she want more?”

“Edgar worships Catherine, too,” someone chimes in.

“Heathcliff is about possession…” another student says.

“DO YOU HAVE SOMETHING TO ADD!” 

Mr. Smith is suddenly at the end of the first aisle and in the
face of two boys holding copies of WAR!

 “DO YOU?!”

“Well…” one begins.

“YES?!”

“In our book,” he sputters, “our main character is just clinging
to this girl.”

“Also named ‘Catherine’, I believe,” Mr. Smith adds. 
“Let’s be specific.”

“Yeah.  She’s crazy, but the guy telling the story….”

“The narrator.”

“Yeah, the narrator, sticks with her.”

Mr. Smith whirls around and shouts, “SO WHAT DOES THIS SAY ABOUT
LOVE?!”

 

For twenty minutes students discuss the difference between love
and obsession. 

Then, they begin to read silently. 

Only the sound of the humming lights, interrupted every sixty
seconds by the movement of the clock’s minute hand, can be heard.
They read intently until the bell ring dismissing class. 
Students slip bookmarks into their books, gather supplies and chat
leisurely as they push their way through the door. 

Seeing a copy of Teen Party House on the counter by the
door, I grab it as I leave.

 








   Teen Party House

 

Teen Party House is a book about a rich kid, Sebastian,
told by a poor boy named Charles.  They go to some wealthy
college, complete with decadent parties, where they meet and become
friends.  There’s a lot of drinking.  Soon, Sebastian has
Charles over his house, which is a swanky lair loaded with a wacky,
depressing family, the Flytes.  That Charles lusts for
Sebastian’s sister Julia, and their father has been living with a
mistress for years, takes up a lot of the plot.  Oh, and
Sebastian and Charles may also hunger for each other.  It’s
one of the books where a lot is said by not being said directly, in
short, well written prose.

Teen Party House is Brideshead Revisited by
Evelyn Waugh. 

 

Going straight to the cafeteria, I take the first open table,
toss my books and bag carelessly across the top, and start flipping
through my copy.  Opening the cover, I am met with the first
chapter.  There is no half-title page, copyright page, full
title page or any preface.  Looking closely at where the pages
are glued to the binding, it is clear that someone with a very
sharp blade has carefully cut those pages out. 

Obsessively cut those pages out.

Page one greets the reader. 

It begins simply with Charles remembering his carefree days of
youth with Sebastian.

Carefully picking at a corner of the cover, which has two Adonis
males and their female counterparts on the back, I am able to
remove half of the cover to reveal a staid Penguin Classics
edition.  Half peeled off before it rips, it becomes some
scrambled version of Teen Parhead Revisited. 

“Still destroying books,” Sophie MacDonald says from behind
me.

“Look at this,” I say, and I show her the book.  She flips
through, does a cursory examination, and tosses it onto the
table.

“Brideshead Revisited,” she says.  “Good
read.  Not great.”

“Why the cover?” I ask. 

 “He’s insane,” she says.

“Oh,” I reply, as if that explained it.

She picks up my copy of Teen Parhead Revisited. 
Flipping through it she points out, “He cut the Prologue out, but
not the Epilogue.  I guess once you’re into the book the
Epilogue isn’t going to stop you reading.”

Then she tells me what she has heard.

Fight or lay down, Mr. Smith is going to fight.

Two weeks after the second burning, Mr. Smith shows up at
football practice and entices twenty or so players to become a
focus group, along with ten or so cheerleaders and a smattering of
field hockey players.  He gets them to come with a promise of
a year’s worth of English credits for an evening of talk. 
Because his room is too small to accommodate this group of
thirty-four, he gains entrance to the gymnasium and there they have
their session late into the night.

“What do they do?”

“They give feedback,” she says.  Taking a sip of coffee,
she continues, “They tell him all of the reasons they hate English,
hate reading, hate school and hate his class.  Then, he asks
them what they would do differently.” 

They tell him. 

 “And he listens?”

“No, not really.  Most people don’t tell you what they
want; not directly.  When someone says you should do
something, they usually mean they want to do it.  My friend
Marge is always telling me what shirts I should buy and wear, but
she’s really shopping for herself.”

“So, he reads between the lines.”

“He decides to trick them into his end: Reading and enjoying
literature.”

A few days after that meeting, Mr. Smith goes to the English
Department’s book room and takes every single title out.  He
has three criteria for his project. 

First, it has to be great literature. 

Second, it has to be something, given the chance, the reader
will enjoy. 

Third, it has to be something ninth graders will choose and
relate to. 

Soon, he has a pile of twenty titles.  His method is
simple; he changes the titles and covers to something that sounds
interesting to a teen.  For this, he uses his extensive notes
from the athletic focus group.  In addition to Brideshead
Revisited becoming Teen Party House, the classics
are:

Jane Eyre: Madwoman in the Attic;

The Catcher in the Rye: Phonies Kill Me;

Huckleberry Finn: Road Trip on a Raft;

Great Expectations: I.D. Mix-up!;

The Great Gatsby: Party People;

Invisible Man: Angry Black Man

WAR!: A Farewell to Arms. 

And, of course, Wuthering Heights is the now-Devon
Union High School classic Crazy Obsessed Love.

“They aren’t even teens in Brideshead Revisited,”
Sophie MacDonald sneers as she reflects on his deception.  “It
starts in their twenties, and ends in their forties.”
 

No, I think, but that wasn’t the
point. 

Looking down at my copy of the book, I know I would not have
read it otherwise.

“That’s it?”

“No, he made the covers, too.  He chose bright colors, and
put beefcakes and hot chicks on the backs.  It gives the books
a fighting chance to be read.  Then he glued them on, cut out
the front matter with a sharp blade and waited for the first day of
school.” 

Armed with pockets full of notes for those late night sessions,
he plans out his class with precision. 

First, he shows no mercy: They will read. 

Second, he gives them a choice of “modern” books.  These,
of course, are his doctored classics. 

Third, knowing they will never open the books outside of class
he gives them time in class to read. 

No tests or homework, just a class of reading and brief,
demanding discussion.

“It seems to have worked.”

“I guess so,” Sophie MacDonald replies.

For some reasons, she does seem happy as she says this.

 








   The Horror

 

It could not last. 

Mr. Smith’s project is more successful than even he could have
imagined, and it all happens silently in the quiet end of the
English department’s corridor among freshmen no one really cares
about.  Students blissfully read the classics thinking they
are trash fiction, discussing important issues, and nearly everyone
passes.

Success relies on the trick; the secret of the books. 

Believing they are reading trash, the students give Jane and
Charles and Catherine a chance.  With nothing to do in class
besides read, under Mr. Smith’s scowl, literature is given a
chance.

Mr. Chips monitors the situation. 

When first quarter grades are submitted, Mr. Smith passes every
single student.  In his investigation, the secret is revealed
and the class falls apart.  Mr. Smith is disciplined for
destroying school property; the books nobody reads.  As
students figure out the real titles of their books, they rush to
watch the movie. 

Still, Mr. Smith will not give up.  He rants at his
classes, begs them, listens and gives them choice and time to read
but his betrayal revealed has snapped the spell.  While no one
minds the plots of trash he has peddled, the community begins to
question the appropriateness of sex and drinking in these timeless
classics.  There are school board meetings, and private chats
behind doors. 

When Mr. Smith physically attacks Mr. Chips in front of his
third period class he is done for.

 








   Mr. Smith Gets Hauled
Away

 

 “CHIPS!  CHIPS!  THIS IS NOT OVER,
CHIPS!  I’M NOT GOING AWAY THIS EASILY!  DO YOU HEAR ME,
CHIPS!”  The two fight, until the police come and lead
Mr. Smith away in handcuffs.  I can still hear Mr. Smith
yelling, “CHIPS!  CHIPS!  THIS IS NOT OVER,
CHIPS!  I’M NOT GOING AWAY THIS EASILY!  DO YOU HEAR ME,
CHIPS!”

 








   The Purge

 

The school cleans out the book room at the end of the English
Department’s hallway.  Stacks of texts lay on the floor of the
room and into the hallway, while empty shelves outline their former
space in dust. 

Mr. Chips has asked me to “find them a home.” 

I do. 

I read a magazine survey of ninth grade English class reading
lists.  Three books are practically universal:


Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare

To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee

I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou.



 Boxed up in three neat boxes, I haul away sixty-three
copies of the first, seventy-two of the second, and twenty-six of
the third.  From the mill where I store books, I have a hand
truck.  It makes quick work of the two hundred and thirty-five
different class sets that come out of the closet, ranging from Paul
Fleishman’s Seedfolks to Tolstoi’s War and
Peace.  There are nearly fifty boxes, total.

So as to not break the spines, I alternate the direction of the
books as I stack them into the boxes.  As I do so, I open
covers.  I see the names of my friend’s parents, and in some
cases their parents’ parents.  I wipe dust off of them with my
sleeve.  On the inside of Homer’s The Odyssey is my
mother’s name.  It is written neatly, in cursive, below five
other names that had read the book before her.  After her name
three other Devon Union High School students have read, or
attempted to read, or been assigned this book before it went into
the closet for twenty years.

I put the book aside.  It will go in my box. 

Now classes see the movie. 

Or clips. 

Or not even that. 

No one knows what an odyssey is.  Life’s too easy,
now.  And hard.  It’s a lethal combination that results
in surrender.

Stamped haphazardly on that inside cover of my mother’s copy of
The Odyssey is an oval, around it the words Devon
Union High School.  When new books had been bought, a
secretary or teacher would stamp the inside of each book; a brand
against theft.  Written inside the oval of my mother’s copy of
The Odyssey in blue pen is the number 57, followed by a
dash and the year the book had been bought.  Along the tail
edge of the book is stamped DEVON UNION HIGH SCHOOL. 
This stamp is straight across and written entirely in capital
letters.  Looking at the book, I wonder where the stamps are
now.  How long had it been since someone in the faculty has
bought a book? 

Now I am selling them all. 

Cleaning house. 

“Find them a good home,” Mr. Jones says to me as I haul the last
load of boxes to my father’s pick up truck.  And I do.

 

I suppose they think I will burn them. 

The English department gives me over five thousand books.

Find them a good home.

 








   Smith’s Books

 

 After Mr. Smith is hauled away, Mr. Chips offers me
another thousand books that are housed in Mr. Smith’s room. 
Contraband, Mr. Chips implies as he approaches me a few
days after Mr. Smith’s arrest.  He had no right to have
them. 

I take them all. 

I take every book from every shelf. 

No more class sets, I take individual books by the box. 
These included Mr. Smith’s THAT book.  I put it in my box, on
the bottom, under my copy of The Razor’s Edge.  I
know, somehow, that it is important and that Mr. Smith will be
back. 

Other high school homes are found for the class sets.  As
school budgets tighten, other supervisory unions are buying used
texts.  Some class elsewhere is reading The
Odyssey.  Someone is teaching to a class full.  I
find markets and make deals.  Money flows to me, along with a
pleasure in taking those tomes from the closet and putting them in
new hands.

 








   Speaking for the Books

 

I spend the rest of my junior year putting books into the hands
of my peers. 

Not exactly true. 

My junior year I spend putting books into people’s
lockers.  Opening boxes in my storage area, I find books that
still have life in them. 

They speak. 

 

Books speak; no lie.  Take a book and raise it to your
ear. 

This book, even. 

In your hands, now, you feel something reaching up to the
elbows; do not ask what or you will miss it. 

Now smell it. 

Close the book; listen. 

 

As part of my independent study, I listen to the books as I take
them out.  Inside of their covers, I write the names of people
they have asked for. 

The books tell me; I am only the messenger. 

Each day, with a backpack full of books (my academic classes
require none, although everyone still carries backpacks and
notebooks out of habit, so there is room for a good twenty books
each day), I spend the time when everyone else is in class slipping
books into lockers.

 








   The Jig is Up

 

Near the end of junior year, sitting in Mr. Chip’s office with a
police officer, they ask how I get into the lockers. 

This is breaking and entering, I am told. 
These lockers are private. 

Everyone knows how to do it: pull up on the handle hard and, at
the same time, kick the bottom of the door upwards.  The jolt
is enough to trip the latch that holds the door shut onto the door
frame.  With a loud reverberation, the door twists open. 
After putting the book where it will be noticed (generally, the
shelf that, for many, is at eye level; book face out), I slam the
door hard so that the locked latch will jump back into place. 
Half of the students open their lockers this way, until the weather
turns warm enough and most everyone starts wearing sandals.  I
wear boots until the last day I was allowed on campus, continuing
to place the right book into the right hands. 

 

For my activities I am suspended: I finish the year at home,
reading.

 








   The Origin of the Night
Librarian

 

The Night Librarian books, as written by the original
author, are so good because they weave a morally complex world that
challenges the reader to make a choice about the world they want to
grow up in.  In the first book, The Night Librarian,
readers not only meet her but also find themselves asking questions
about her life. 

Those answers are often disturbing.

For example, why did she have to sneak around at
night?  An excerpt from the The Night Librarian: Her
Beginning demonstrates the point.  Before she is a
librarian, Lillian is a baby born with wings.  Her parents and
midwife are sure that if anyone knows about her wings she will
become a freak (or worse), and so it is kept a secret.  Held
down with a special brace, her doctor—in on the secret—writes notes
excusing her from school activities that might expose her
wings.  The secret holds until senior year in high school.


Playing field hockey in gym class, Lillian was struck from
behind.

“Ow!” she cried.

Pain.  Shooting pain in her left wing.

She looked up.  Standing over her was Sam.  He was
clumsy, but also mean.  In his hand was a field hockey
stick.

“Ow,” she cried again.  This time she kept much of her
cry inside.

“Let’s see,” Ms. Mulligan said.

Bending on one knee, she felt Lillian’s back.  Through
Lillian’s shirt she felt the brace.

“What’s that?” Ms. Mulligan asked.

“It’s my brace,” Lillian said through gritted teeth and
pain.  “You have my note.”

Ms. Mulligan pulled up the bottom of Lillian’s shirt. 
The brace did not cover the wings, but only held them down. 
The last three inches of the wing were exposed. 

Ms. Mulligan was shocked.  She pulled down the
shirt.

Lillian looked up.

Sam was smiling, in a mean way.

Convinced it was not a back injury, Ms. Mulligan helped
Lillian up from the field.  They went to the nurse. 
There the brace was revealed.  Taking it off, the nurse backed
away as Lillian spread the wings.  Still sensitive, Lillian
felt better.

She felt free.

That soon ended.  Ms. Mulligan and the nurse argued
over contacting Lillian’s doctor or calling a veterinarian to
examine the injured wing.  Meanwhile, Sam told everyone what
he saw.  By the time Lillian had returned to her classes, she
did not fit in.

“Hey, Sally,” she said to her friend.

But Sally was no longer her friend.  Sally looked at
her, slightly afraid, and said nothing.

That night Lillian cried.  Her parents had told her
that if her secret was revealed, people would treat her
differently.  Sally did.  Others did.  Even the
teachers did not look at her, but seemed to be peering over her
shoulder at the wings they had heard were there.

The next day, the comments started.

Birdbrain.

Featherbrain.

Go lay an egg.

They were said softly.  Only Lillian heard them, but
everyone knew what was being said.

There was one boy, Owen, who wanted to say something. 
Not to Lillian, but to Sam and the other boys and girls.  Owen
had been picked on.  His teeth were crooked, and he was taller
than the other kids.  They called him beanpole.  Owen
knew how Lillian felt.  He wanted to tell them to
stop.

He did not say a word.

There were others like Owen.  Some kids were fat. 
Others were poor.  A few had trouble reading.  Sam and
the other boys and girls made fun of them, too.  Each wanted
to say something.

None said a word.

Soon, Lillian no longer wanted to go to school.

She hated school.

Lillian, Owen and all of the other kids who did not fit in
kept getting picked on.  None said a word.  Had just one
spoken up, the cruel words would have stopped.

But they were silent.



 Later in the book, Lillian goes to college and learns to
become a librarian.  Because she loves her home (why, after
her treatment, is never made clear—home is home, I guess), she
wants to work in the library in town.  They will not hire her,
fearing her freakish wings will keep people away, and the town will
become illiterate.  So much does Lillian want to be a
librarian, though, that she begins to hide at night in the attic of
the library and shelve books.  Over time, she learns of
certain children and the books they need and delivers them in the
darkness, flying all around town with a tote bag someone had left
behind.  The author throws in some magic, to make the job
easier and the story a bit more miraculous.  In her pocket is
a magic notebook which helps her choose the perfect book for the
non-readers in town.  Her father, an optometrist, is able to
make glowing glasses that allow her to see in the dark.  There
is also a wink-and-nod move that allows her to enter houses
effortlessly, like Santa Claus, but with her passing through
walls.  Her ability to sustain herself on leftovers from
patron refrigerators is improbable, but funny.

Later books, such as The Night Librarian Christmas and
The Night Librarian Leftover Cookbook, ignore the
ethically dark milieu of the original series and subsequently have
been forgotten by fans.  The author’s ending to The Night
Librarian: Her Beginning is typical of a more complex
sensibility:


Looking out the attic window, Lillian would sometimes see
her old classmates.

They had not changed.  No one had found their
voice.

Sam had a child of his own, now.  His days were filled
with cruelty. 

The boy was learning to read.  She knew, with Sam as
his father, that the town library and local school would be the
boy’s only chance for a new life; a life unlike Sam’s and a refuge
from that cruelty.

Lillian would sometimes take her magic notebook out of her
pocket, and write the boy’s name into it.  She would look at
its suggestions.

Then, she would close the book and put it back in her
pocket.

What do you think she did then?



 For most of my life I have not cared about anything, and
then I bought the books, the collective literary discard of the
town of Devon.  Between then and now I have been plunged into
the complex sensibilities.  I have found THAT book at The
Devon School library.  For two summers I have hosted the
burnings. 

I am no longer a book burner.

They burn my books anyway. 

The third burning is not my fault.

What happened is not my fault. 

 








   Not My Fault

 

The burning is now an event. 

No flyers go up and no invitations are sent.  No one even
asks.  Around town, in the coffee shop or passing me while I
mow the grass, no one says a word.  The burnings are no longer
mine; they are a tradition.  I no longer seem to exist,
becoming the same faceless blur that I had been freshman
year.  Time and place of the burning is determined by the last
day of summer school, which itself has disappeared as nearly all
students—all the students that mattered—have passed to a degree
acceptable to the school board and Mr. Chips.  Tradition,
though, finds a date.  In my head, I, too, know what Friday is
the day, but I willfully ignore what my gut tells me.

On the day of the third burning I get an iced coffee on the
other side of town.  When I see the smoke rising from the
direction of the mill, as the sun starts to hide, I climb the
stairs to my room and close the door.

 

The call comes later. 

I can hear my father climb the stairs.  There is a pause
before he knocks; before he speaks. 

“Phone,” he says.  “The police want to talk to
you.” 

There is sadness in his voice, as if he thought all of this was
behind us now.

I put down my book—not THAT book, as I have done something brash
and stupid with it—and open the door.  My father stands there,
his one arm holding the black handset. 

“Thanks,” I mutter. 

“Yes,” I say into the phone.

The man on the other end says something about my fire.

“I don’t have a fire,” I say into the receiver. 

Back and forth, we go through a number of details about the past
two summers and the fact that, regardless of what I have not
planned, a few hundred people are burning a stack of pallets
reaching over twenty feet and heaping volumes of books onto the
flames.  They tell me the scene is near out of
control. 

“What do you want me to do about it?” I ask.

Really, what are THEY going to do about it? 

“We would like you to come down,” the man says. 

Down to the station? 

No, down to the burning. 

To do what? 

They do not have an answer.

I go.

 








   Fire

 

The pallets stack nearly thirty feet. 

I am told that people stood on cars to create the initial pile,
but even then they could not explain how it had gotten so
high.  And it was not only pallets, but chairs and boxes,
barrels and random boards.  Things that did not burn, like
mental beams and bed spring mattresses, are pushed against the
pile. 

And books. 

Some people do not bother to open the boxes, but throw them on
whole.  Perfectly stacked and packed books cling together even
after the cardboard container has burned away.  Books fly,
with each strike creating an imperceptible movement in the
tower.  Music plays.  People have just shown up with
instruments—guitars and trumpets and sticks and recorders and
whatever—and they all play when the mood strikes.  It is loud
and wild.  The police are right to be concerned, but this is
nothing I can control.

A bugle sounds, and this is thrown on the fire. 

And then I hear a guitar smash or break or something in the
darkness. 

Twang. 

HEY!

The owner yells, but it makes its way onto the fire. 

People cheer. 

They are all looking for something to burn; something more than
books.  If it occurs to them they might rip a chunk of
pavement from below their feet and hurl it onto the pile. 
They want to burn civilization.  Some of the men are
shirtless, and I wonder if their clothing has been thrown on the
pile.  I hear glass break in the darkness; then another
pane.  Everyone ignores me.  People run around, yelling
and screaming and laughing.  Adults—teachers!—stand with
students and point and laugh.  On the edge of darkness, by the
gate, the light of the fire bounces off the police cruiser that has
driven me there.  The two officers, one a man the other a
woman, lean against the car, arms folded, but do nothing.  We
are inside the gate.

“You came,” says Sophie MacDonald as a greeting. 

I am looking at the fire, on the light side of the edge of
darkness, and do not see her slip beside me.

“I was called.”

Sophie MacDonald then takes a book and throws it onto the
fire.

 








   Let Me Be Clear

 

Our junior year had been a tense one.  Both of us had opted
into Mr. Chip’s alternative program.  I, more than poor
Sophie, had a choice in the matter.  We spent much of our day
at school, coming and going from random classes as we saw
fit.  It was like having a carte blanche ticket at
the cina-plex, wandering from history video to adapted novel to
science documentary.  At first, our paths had crossed once a
week, and we enjoyed coffee near each other on Thursdays.  As
I began to sell more books, though, Sophie MacDonald seemed to be
around more.  Having both watched Mr. Smith hauled away, we
became close.  Sophie MacDonald had always rebelled against
what was in front of her.  In the spring, with my locker
crusade going underground, she rebelled against me.  She was
the squealer who put me in that room with Mr. Chips and the police
officer waiting outside.

I lied about the chronology of events at the fire,
though. 

I wrote, “I was called” and she did throw a book onto the
fire.  More happened in-between, though.  I want to get
it right, out of respect for Sophie and my feelings for her, as
well as the events that follow:

 

“You came,” says Sophie MacDonald.

“I was called.”

“Oh.”

“These are my books,” I say quietly.

“They’re just books,” she flatly states.  “They would have
gotten destroyed eventually.”

We stand in silence.  In her rebellion—her opposition—she
throws her lot in with the book burners.  As our peers thrown
on hats and shoes and some throw rocks—thwack—at the burning
pallets, the rebellious novelty of burning books still holds with
Sophie MacDonald.

I like to think that she is tired.  For so long in the
Devon Union Supervisory District a small band of us has fought for
reading.  Some more than others; I give myself too much credit
in putting myself in that group (hosting two book burnings, for
example, might disqualify me as a pro-reading advocate), but Sophie
MacDonald is a fighter.  In third grade, she demanded reading
time.  Everyone remembers her leaving class each day and
hiding for half an hour.  After a few weeks of this, the
principal and other adults waited outside of her classroom, waiting
for her to make a break with her book.  She always found a
half hour.  They always found her reading, each day in a
different spot.  Eleven years of fighting, and Sophie is ready
to throw her lot in with the tide. 

What happened?

“They’re just books.”

“You don’t believe that.” 

For the first time, I turn my head from the flames and look at
Sophie. 

She is beautiful. 

The fire makes her face a bright mix of yellow, orange and
white, while the back of her head is darker than any black I have
ever seen.  It is a matter of contrasts, I know, but
emotionally I am lost.  Betraying no emotion, her face turns
towards mine.

“I just don’t care.”

And she tosses the book onto the fire.

Sophie MacDonald is not weak.  In Phys. Ed., she can throw
a softball the entire length of a football field.  I have seen
her arm wrestle a boy for a coffee, and win.  Once, angry at
another insipid World Civilization III class, she slammed the door
so hard the screws on the hinges ripped from the frame. 

Her throw of the book, though, is poorly aimed.

As other books, socks and random garbage flies to the top of the
pile, Sophie’s sideways chuck barely makes the fire.  It is
from the hip, and out.  The entire throw relies on the snap of
her wrist.  Opening like a lame duck, a few pages
flutter.  When it hit whatever is burning at the foundation of
the fire, the book snaps shut.  It lays propped up, the title
upside down but clearly legible.

“No,” Dan screams, at once quiet and from the depths of the
soul.  I know that I cannot describe it, but it is a low sound
that cuts through the chatter and mayhem and everyone stops and
looks while Dan does what he does.

He is standing about twenty feet to my left, not wearing a shirt
or shoes.  Neither shouting nor making much of a fuss, his
brain clicks as it takes in the title of the book Sophie MacDonald
had just thrown.  That it is upside down, I can hear those
extra turns in his brain righting the cover.  So consumed by
the mass of the fire, and the utter treason of Sophie, the title is
not apparent to me until after Dan is reaching into the blaze with
his bare arm. 

It is The Night Librarian. 

“No,” he says again; He screams again; He cries.

Dan’s THAT book. 

His act makes me realize that Mr. Smith is right; everyone is
touched by literature. 

He reaches into the fire with his bare arm, grabs the spine, and
pulls it out.  Throwing it on the ground, Dan tries to stomp
it out, but the plastic film sticks to his bare foot. 
Stomp—and scream—each time he raises his foot.  The cover, now
stuck to his soul, lifts with it.  With pain, he begins to
kick until the book sails to the edge of darkness.

And then the stack of pallets falls onto him.

The core of the fire is the pallets, and they have been burning
for at least three hours.  Already top heavy and unstable, the
constant abuse the stack receives over time makes toppling a
given.  Distracted by his blazing foot, Dan does not notice
the movement of the stack.  He does not hear the calls of
others.  Ablaze and half burnt, each pallet still weighs quite
a bit.  Most are made of the hard wood that grows plentifully
in our state.  Several strike Dan on the side of the head,
knocking him senseless.  Others, flaming, pin his body to the
ground.  Bones are broken, and the glowing embers of the
pallets brand into his skin. 

No one moves.

Then, seeing Dan covered in burning pallets, the light switch
flips in everyone’s head, and they begin to pull them off of
Dan.  Several people burn their hands. 

 

The fire trucks come and put out the blaze.  The police
take me away, only to release me an hour later so that my mother
can treat my burns.   After about fifteen of us are
treated at the hospital, I look around for Sophie MacDonald. 
When I read The Night Librarian: Her Beginning again that
night, I am convinced that at the end Lillian gave Sam’s son the
perfect book.  I have never believed that before.

 

On Tuesday a registered letter comes telling me my lease for
storage is terminated.  I crumple it up; most of my books are
gone, anyway.  Only a giant pile of ash and half burned, very
wet trash remains in the parking lot.  The gates are chained
shut.
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   Senior Year

 

“People miss books.”

I say this out loud.  Sophie is sitting across from me.

They say that god punishes people by giving them exactly what
they want.  My dream of being alone with Sophie on the desert
island has come true, as no one likes her increasingly nasty
commentaries and my spending time alone reading in the cafeteria
makes me a friend of whomever chooses to sit across from
me. 

That is often Sophie MacDonald. 

In the fall of our senior year, we are both alone in each
other’s presence.  After hurling that book onto the fire the
summer before, I hate her, but I am stuck with her.

 

Let me clear up a few things. 

First, there is no Dan.  Not at the fire.

I guess you could say that he is the side of me that I
hate.  Ordinary and follows the crowd.  So, when Dan dove
for the book on the fire, it was really me.  By making it less
personal, I thought it would be more objective to the reader, but
it was just a lie. 

Now you know.

Second, the book Sophie MacDonald threw on the fire—she did
throw a book, with a look of particular relish on her face—was THAT
book.  In placing books in people’s lockers the previous
spring, I had taken a chance and placed The Razor’s Edge
in her locker.  Not content to give her a copy—even the
Penguin Classics edition with the rubber band around it that I had
been carrying around for two years—I put THAT copy in her
locker.  She still had it on the night of the fire, and threw
it into the pyre.

I was desperate to retrieve the book. 

It had landed about seven feet from the ground, the pile of
pallets and books being over fifteen feet high.  I put my foot
on a burning pallet and reached up to the book, grasped my hand
around it and realized the front of my shirt was on fire.  The
force of my foot stepping on a burned out base pallet, along with a
slight pull in my direction as I took the book out of the flames,
caused the pile to fall on top of me.  Fifteen people did pull
me out, I still clutching the book as they rolled me on the
pavement, people throwing drinks on me in a desperate attempt to
heal my yet unknown wounds.  Mr. Johnson said later I would
not let go of THAT book, even as the paramedics cut off my
clothing. 

Now, THAT book sits in my bedroom, in my box built in
woodshop.

 

“People miss burning books,” Sophie MacDonald says to me.

In the cafeteria in the fall of our senior year, we
sit. 

She has yet to show remorse. 

I have scars on my arms, chest, and legs.  The doctors say
I was lucky, which seems to be the cliché in the case of any
accident; even if someone dies, they tell you it was lucky because
it was quick and painless.  In fact, as Sophie and I speak, I
am still healing, with bandages and compression wraps both visible
and under clothing.  Most of it is second degree burns, and
easily covered by a long sleeve t-shirt and a scarf.  If you
are wondering how I could forgive Sophie after this tragedy, I will
tell you one more bit from the fire that I left out of the original
story. 

When she held up the book, I leapt at her. 

I did not even try for the book.  I was so
angry—furious—that I attacked her. 

She was shocked.  This gave way to pain when I ripped a
chunk of hair from her scalp.  Had I not gone after the book,
I might have crushed her head into the pavement.   Still,
when she twisted in pain to get away our eyes met and she
understood fully why I gave THAT book to her.  Our friendship
now rests on this connection, and her knowledge that I could kill
her if I wanted to.  That hair, which I also would not let go
of, is in that same wooden box.

Slurping the milk carton dry, Sophie gets up and throws it away,
leaving for class without saying goodbye.

 

 








   Action.  Revolution.

 

I know I have to do something. 

Fighting the good fight—book-give-aways, Mr. Smith's deceit,
even fires—have been countered with threats, arrests and near death
experiences.  The offensive maneuvering of evil has pushed
apathy unto those who have not thought enough to even dislike
reading.  Those doctored books of Mr. Smith have been
destroyed.  Ruin seems to be the solution in Devon, and fire
the medium that works.  Picking at my itchy bandages, I open a
spiral notebook I have for French class and begin mapping out my
last course of action.

It is a two part plan.

Destroying the enemy is about identifying its symbols.  In
the case of DU that symbol is everything associated with
video. 

Part One: Destroy the school’s penchant for video. 

When it is smoldering in a pile of ash and dust something will
rush in to fill the void.  That void might filled by a host of
other things. 

Part Two: Fill the void. 

In Devon, sports seems a natural.  Already teachers who
tire of video are experimenting with “hands-on” lessons that get
students out of their desks and moving.  After the arrival of
Mr. Chips the stretch of the imagination for all classes to revolve
around the athletic field is short.  “I just came from a class
where students acted out the path of a white blood cell,” Sophie
MacDonald says at lunch.  Writing five paragraph essays has
been replaced by posters, collages, artwork, and computer
presentations.  Some classes move towards drama.  Classes
are producing videos for other classes to watch. 

Before the video fire dies literature must to be poised to take
its place. 

I set about figuring out how to position books so they are ready
to fill the void.

It is not difficult. 

 

My adventure in stuffing lockers has lead to many students
reading.  Had Mr. Chips not stopped me, I would still be
pushing them and, probably, doing it in the open. 

The market is there. 

None of this—my scars—would have happened; it’s Chips’
fault. 

Not mine. 

Not Sophie’s.

Now, it is only a matter of supply.  Most of my stock—the
remnants from the libraries—have been burned.  A few boxes
remain, but the titles are uninspiring. 

I need more.

 








   Restocking

 

It is a full moon as I ease my father’s pick-up truck into a
parking space outside The Devon School’s library.  Lights
still blaze inside, eager learners lean over notebooks and laptops
and write interesting things for motivating classes.  In the
reference room are long wooden tables strung with brass banker’s
lamps sporting green translucent shades, around which students sit
in old wooden captain’s chairs.  All are silent.  The
dark red carpet muffles sound, as do the books on the built in
bookshelves.  Two hours before closing, only one librarian
flutters behind the desk. 

I pass to the stacks. 

Empty aisle after empty aisle greets me as I walk to the
back.  With lighting that allows for browsing and dark shadows
in which to hide, I unzip my empty knapsack and pull out twenty
heavy-duty garbage bags.  I open one and start filling it with
books.

To say I am selective implies I have time, but it is not a
random assemblage of whatever titles are in front of me,
either.  I am well versed in literature from handling it the
past year, even if I had not read much of it.  Filling and
tying five bags in less than fifteen minutes, I decide to try out
the second phase of my plan: extraction.  Dragging a heavy bag
to one of the few windows in this part of the buildings, I struggle
to open it.  A sloppy maintenance worker has painted it
shut.  I bang the heal of my hand into the bottom sash and it
releases, loudly.  Waiting while the sound turns to silence,
no one comes.  Out the window goes the first bag.

A garbage bag of stolen library books makes several sounds at
once.  At first they are all sharp corners, elbowing the
ground and each other.  They are forgiving, as I hear cases
bending with a certain amount of give, bouncing up off of the
ground and into those books at the top of the bag.  Then the
bag just lays.  Four more follow the first.  Staggering
out of the building and around the corner, I watch the black bags
from a distance until I am convinced no one else is aware of what
is going on.  Rushing over, I try to lift two bags at once but
find them too heavy.  Instead, one at a time, I haul them over
to my father’s truck.  I repeat this act twice more. 
Eight bags in the next load, and seven just as the library is
closing.  In my jacket I slip a copy of A Separate
Peace that I notice just as I am leaving the stacks.

 








   I Love Video

 

For the record, I do not hate video. 

On that same record, I am confident that Chips does not hate
literature. 

We each, though, value a thing that lies on the other side of
video or literature.  Video, as used at Devon Union High
School, stands between our community and its appreciation for
literature.  Literature I see as the soul.  So, save
books and I save the soul of Devon. 

What Chips values, I have no idea.

I do feel empathy for him. 

Arriving home late, I back up my father’s truck into our garage
and struggle with twenty large, black construction bags filled with
stolen library books.  There is not much room between the back
of the truck and the back wall of the garage, and the bags pile up
three high.  They fall to the sides, and spill around the
bed.  Tired, I sit looking at the closed tailgate of the truck
and consider, for probably the first and last time, what I am
doing. 

What has gotten me here? 

And then my mother comes out. 

She does not turn on the light in the garage, but comes around
the side of the truck and sits down next to me.  Without a
word, we sit silently.  She must notice the bags, but I am not
sure and I am afraid of that moment when my own mother turns me
in. 

It is her move. 

We both sit, waiting.

Finally, my mother gets up.  Our garage is small, so I do
not notice in the short extension of her arm that she reaches into
our sports barrel.  When I was six, my dad had brought the
barrel home, cut the top off with a circular saw, and washed it
with the garden hose.  He then filled it with the baseballs,
soccer balls, lacrosse and hockey sticks that had collected—and
continue to collect—over the years.  From this blue barrel, my
mother withdraws an aluminum softball bat.

Standing there, my mother holds the barrel. 

Worn from three seasons of pee-wee softball, the handle is
wrapped with stick tape, a tape used in Devon for hockey
mostly.  Mother holds the barrel, extending the handle to
me.

“Swing for the fences,” she says, transferring the weight of the
bat from her to me. 

Then she goes inside.

 








   Do You Know Anything

 

The missing books are noticed—more accurately, the bookless
shelves—the next morning. 

A student, who had misplaced her copy of A Separate
Peace, ducked into the library as they unlocked the doors,
only to find that book—and twenty garbage bags of books
more—gone.  Thinking it a student prank, The Devon School
referred it to campus security, who did not call in the Devon town
police until late that evening.  It took another day for the
paper to pick up the story, which runs on the bottom of the front
page. 

I imagine the headline when I’m finally arrested: BOOK ‘EM.

The day the theft is reported, still tired from my night of
theft, I drag myself to school and set up in the cafeteria with a
tall coffee and a blue notebook to rest my head on.  Mr.
Chips, flanked by the two police officers who had arrested me the
night of my first burning, interrupt my nap.

“Excuse me,” Mr. Chips says, not bothering to whisper.

He has leaned down so that his mouth is near my ear. 

“Excuse me, but the police have some questions for
you.” 

Sitting up, I look at the police.  They are
friendlier.  Bluntly, they ask me if I know
anything. 

“We just thought,” Chips adds, after their questions are done,
“that with your books and burnings and such, you might know
something.” 

And then he smiles an evil smile. 

“You know, trafficking in illegal trade.  Perhaps there is
a black market for such things.”

Looking up at him, I feel an itch under my bandages. 

“No, nothing.  Sorry.” 

Chips keeps smiling. 

They leave.

“What did they want?” Sophie MacDonald asks as she slides into
the seat opposite me. 

I had put my head back down on the table. 

Speaking into my blue notebook I mumble something. 

She is silent. 

Then, she asks, “Do you?”

“…Know something?”

“Yes.” 

My eyes are closed as my forehead feels the cover of my blue
notebook.  It is first period, and the cafeteria is deserted
other than the two of us.  I can hear her body
waiting. 

“Yes,” she answers again.  “Do you know
something?” 

Could she be trusted? I wonder. 

My arms itch, but I do not scratch. 

Memories of the look on Sophie’s face that moment before she
threw the book onto the fire—those eyes looking at me—mingle with
her voice in a lazy, tired way.  At the same time, my mind is
planning out what I will do.  Bags of books sit in my garage
waiting to be exposed.  A great plan is teetering. 

“Do you know about the books?” she asks again.

Over the next half an hour I drink my coffee.  Much of the
time my face is down, and I lose consciousness a few times. 
Without a word, not even small talk, I get up and go into the first
classroom I can find that is showing a documentary (it is not
hard).  Slipping into the back, I slouch into my seat and fall
asleep. 

 

When I wake up hours later, the same documentary is
playing. 

It is in the same place. 

Looking around, I note that these are different kids, and this
is a different section.  As I had entered, I slip out without
a word, but knowing I have to act that night.

 

When my father is moved to check his garage after reading the
paper, he finds nothing.  From my mother I receive only a
friendly silence.  Both show the police the empty garage later
that morning.  I discover that the police have done a cursory
search of my old storage facility, too.  All of this prompts
my father to quiz his network of friends about what was going
on at the high school.  It is upsetting to him.

Standing in the open bay door of the garage looking at the space
left by the missing truck, I think about my next move. 

Where are the books?

Not knowing, I think I need another plan.

 








   Plan B (but B is not for
books)

 

Thinking, my solution makes itself known on the back shelf above
my father’s workbench. 

He has an electromagnet. 

Every garage or basement in Devon is filled with castoffs from
the factories.  Basic tools such as hammers and screw drivers
find themselves into coat pockets and make their way from factory
floors to personal tool boxes.  Stove parts and fuses leave
the factories in lunch boxes.  Scrap piles and dumpsters yield
lumber for tree houses and garden sheds, electric motors for table
saws, and chains from which to hang engines from.  A perk of
the job, the men and women of Devon take discards and make them
into something new.  From somewhere, my father had picked up a
handheld electromagnet.  About the size of a red brick with a
handle, it sits on a shelf above his workbench, unused since I was
six years old.

I remember the day he brought it home.  Rollerskating in
the driveway, my mother had asked the obvious question:

“What are you going to do with that?” 

A collector, my father squirreled away a dump’s worth of items
that, “might one day be useful.” 

Attached to his truck’s battery, he was trying to get it to work
when my mother asked the obvious question.  What are you
going to do with that?  As if magic words, the right wire
was crossed bringing power to the magnet.  Immediately, it
shot from his workbench to the front bumper of his truck, a mere
twelve inches away, attracted by the steel.  Nearly taking his
hip with it, my mother reached over and flipped the off switch on
the back of the magnet.  It fell to the garage floor with a
thud. 

“Careful,” my father scolded her.  “You might break
it.”

And he promptly squirreled it away with a dump’s worth of other
items that had been similarly tagged. 

I want to see if it is still as destructive.

 

My father tells me later not to stay out too late before falling
asleep on the couch. 

“They are watching you,” is what my mother says.

And then she tells me where she hid the books.  She asks no
questions and goes back to reading.

Placing the magnet in the bed of the truck, I turn over the
engine and ease out of the garage.  The bags of books are
where my mother said they would be, and I load them up.  Then,
I swing by Sophie MacDonald’s.

I had called her that afternoon.  With no friends or anyone
close, I call her.  I need to share this experience; the
solution.

Dark. 

Late.  

Sophie comes out to the truck, and as she opens the door and
climbs in I see that her eyes are looking at the garbage bags in
the bed. 

“A burning?” is the first thing she says to me. 

I put the truck in gear and move ahead.

“No.”

“What, then?”

“You’ll see.”








   Action

 

We pull into the back parking lot of the school. 

It is after the cleaning staff have left for the night; it being
Friday they do not linger.  From behind my seat I produce the
aluminum baseball bat my mother has given me, and smash a small
window on a door.  Clearing the edges with the barrel of the
bat, I reach in and push the panic bar. 

Click, we are in. 

“Can you help?” I ask. 

Sophie stands apart, her hands dug deep into her fleece
pockets. 

Finding a cart used by maintenance, I truck all twenty bags in
with minimal help from Sophie.

“Look,” I say when all of the bags are inside, “we are going to
place a book in each locker.  A book for each person.”

“You did that last year.”

“And it worked.”

I go down the hallway, kicking open each locker.  Sophie
takes books out of the bags and places one in each.  At times,
she seems to overcome her fear of being involved and thinks about
what book might be best for this or that student she actually
knows.  Most of the time, though, she robotically tosses in a
book; punctuating her dismay by slamming the door shut.  That
echoes throughout the school, dying out when another slam shoots
out.  We go down the freshman, sophomore and half of the
junior hallways when we ran out of books.

“We’re out,” she says.

“Out?” 

Twenty garbage bags of books looks like a lot, but when you pass
them out like Santa Claus it really doesn’t add up to much. 
So, we supplied two-thirds of the school with something to
read.  I comfort myself silently.

“Maybe we should break into our library to finish the job.”

“Good idea,” Sophie says.  “I’ll go get your bat.”

I think she is kidding, but she turns and walks down the hallway
in the direction of my truck. 

Ten minutes later I get nervous that Sophie has gone straight to
the library, but out at the truck it is clear she had left for
good.  On the front seat sits the bat where I had left
it. 

Sophie MacDonald has left me. 

At the third burning, she had spurned me.  Now, she is
going to betray the soul of the town.  I know she is going to
tell someone:

I have to act. 

Reaching inside the open window of the truck, I pull the hood
release lever.  With a click, it pops up an
inch.  My father, ever the tinkerer, had replaced the factory
installed battery terminal connectors that came with the truck with
quick release connectors.  His rationale had been that some
winter nights were so cold he might want to pull the battery and
bring it inside the house.  Never has he done this, but it
comes in handy, now.  Turning the releases and pulling the
battery out of the engine compartment, I rest it on the fender of
the truck.  From the floor of the passenger compartment I pull
my school backpack.  Dumping out my untouched schoolwork, I
drop the battery into it.  From the bed of the truck I pull
the electromagnet.  Hanging from the handle are two wires; one
red, the other black.  At the end of the wires are large
alligator clamps.  Threading the wires trough a small loop
that is sewn into the top of the backpack, I tie them to the loop
and clip the clamps to the battery terminal inside.  Zipping
it up, I pull the straps over each shoulder.  The battery
rests heavily on my lower back.  In my right hand I hold the
magnet.  With my pointer finger, I pull a trigger; the magnet
sticks to the side of the truck. 

I am ready.  

With my free left hand I pull the bat out of the driver’s seat
and enter the school.

 








   Phase One

 

Phase Two of my plan is to provide the students of Devon Union
High School with a piece of literature to feed their soul. 
Sophie MacDonald has helped me through most of the night with that
part of the plan.  Every freshman, sophomore and most of the
juniors are ready to be fed. 

Portable electromagnet in hand, I am ready for Phase One: I need
to destroy the videos to create the vacuum that will be filled with
literature. 

From room to room I wander until after the sun comes up. 
It surprises me that the police have not come.  Perhaps Sophie
MacDonald is struggling with a change of heart before she could
call the police. 

I cannot worry about it; I have a town to save.

My plan is simple. 

Our entire school is loaded with electronics.  From
computers to cameras to projectors, Devon Union High School is a
dumping ground of technology.  Each piece of technology is
loaded with computers, chips and various storage devices that allow
it to hold data, adjust volumes, illuminate bulbs, and send ones
and zeroes down this wire and up that one.  Without their
memories, the machines are just a collection of wires that do not
know what to do, or how to talk with one another.  Destroy the
memory, I figure, and I kill the beast.

Unlike a book, modern technology uses magnetic drives that store
information.  While they are designed to withstand the normal
electronic and electromagnetic fields that occur in an average
classroom or lab, they are vulnerable from concentrated fields
applied directly to their hard drives and storage areas.  So,
if someone takes a large, really powerful magnet and puts it
against the hard drive it will scramble the information stored
there.  A few seconds with an electromagnet of considerable
size, placed near its memory, will kill a machine that demands an
electronic brain to make it run. 

That’s what I’m doing.

Wandering the halls, going from room to room, I place the
brick-sized magnet on every electronic device I can find, hold the
trigger for ten seconds, and move to the next device. 

Zap.

Zip.

Blank.

By dawn, tens of thousands of dollars worth of equipment are
made useless.

Then the cops come. 

 

I hear the sirens and figure I have about five minutes until
they arrest me.  Finishing the room I am in—Mr. Smith’s old
room, now equipped with two projectors and twin screens on the wall
where his bookshelf had been—I slip off the backpack and put the
magnet down.  Bat still in hand, I transfer it to my dominant
right hand and head out the door.  Knowing that my father’s
truck will not work without the battery (a cruiser is probably near
it anyway) my escape will have to be by foot.  In the hallway,
I pull the first fire alarm I come to.  If the burnings have
taught me anything, it is the more chaos is not always a bad
thing.

I run.

 








   The Last Part of the Story

 

There is one last part of this story.

When I run for the side entrance, figuring it is the least
likely to be covered by the police, and closest to the woods, I
encounter Chips.  Sophie MacDonald had actually called Chips
that night.  It is Chips who called the police.  His
office is near the side entrance.  Taking his keys out of his
office door, he looks up to see me holding a
bat. 

Swing for the fences, my mother had told me.

“Ms. Jackson,” he says. 

He does not seem surprised to see me. 

And then he looks at the bat.

“Did you ever read ‘Casey at the Bat’?” I ask him.  “I know
literature is not your forte, but Casey is not the highest form of
poetry so I thought you might have read it.”

“I think I saw the movie,” he quips.  Then he looks at the
bat again.

Nervous.

But I am tired. 

I need to leave. 

I do not have time for games. 

I am not someone who could hit someone else—Chips—with a
bat.  Running towards the side entrance, I swing it wide to
clear the way, but Chips does not flinch.  Just missing a blow
to his head, he comes up from a low position and tackles me. 
I am on my back, screaming, when two police officers come around
the corner and hold my arms and legs. 

The alarms are still screaming. 

No one seems to care that large parts of my body are covered
with healing burns under the bandages.  At that point, I am
wrong. 

I am saving the town’s soul, but I am wrong. 

Oh, somewhere in this favored land the sun is shining
bright;

The band is playing somewhere, and somewhere hearts are
light,

And somewhere men are laughing, and somewhere children
shout;

But there is no joy in Mudville— mighty Casey has struck
out

 

Rolling me over, they cuff me and take me to the hospital for my
head.

 








   My Head

 

About my head….

As I had run through the hallway, arms pumping and alarms
screeching, I raised my bat.  The barrel hit the lintel of the
door and bounced back into my face.  When I confronted Chips,
my face was covered with blood.  As the police dragged me
away, cuffed, I could see the smear of blood on the floor outside
of Chip’s office.

In the emergency room, nurses change my bandages and clean up my
face.  It is early morning, and the one police officer trades
watch while the other goes for coffee or breakfast.  With
other ill people waiting for one of the two exam rooms, I am
moved.  Sitting in the chairs up front, waiting for the nurse
to find a doctor to sign me out, I strike up a conversation with a
guy with a knife sticking out of his palm.

“Bad day?”

He nods towards one of the officers.

“I’ve had worse,” I reply, touching my bandages.  

Wrapped in an old green t-shirt, his hand is a ball of cloth
with a black handle rising from it.  Clearly a kitchen knife,
he says nothing about it and I do not ask.  The officer does
not seem to notice it. 

Both officers—the one at the nurses’ station talking to an older
woman from his church, and the woman who goes to the cafeteria for
an egg and sausage breakfast sandwich—know my father.  The
nurse does, too.  Our community is small; they trust each
other, and, by extension from my father, me.  I am not watched
very closely.  The guy in the waiting room is sharing some
disgusting facts about early medicine that only a former Mr.
Johnson student would know; then I walk out of the waiting room,
away from the police, and into the night.

 








   Where Are We Now?

 

Looking out the small garret window, the sun is going
down.  Soon I will get a visit from my little sister, but I
want to finish the story.  It should fit in this last
notebook.

On the Monday morning after my weekend of destruction the
freshman, sophomore, and most juniors at Devon Union High School
opened their lockers to find literature.  I imagine it as a
pure moment.  Faced with the instrument that would free their
soul, each one was poised to make a choice.  On that morning,
two and a half years of Devon births were faced with an opportunity
at the same time.  I do not know how many chose life, but I
imagine the moment when they were all faced with their
destiny.  After their discoveries, the students shuffled to
class only to find their computers, projectors and other
electronics not working.  Teachers clicked and pushed buttons,
but to no response.  The machines were no longer
thinking.  No one has spoken to me—they do not know where I
am—but they have not spoken to my mother, either.  I like to
think that more than a few teachers began to talk about their
subjects, and more than a few students opened their new books.

Not long after the police connected the electromagnet left in
Mr. Smith’s old room with the massive failure on the part of the
school’s electronics, they realized what had happened to The Devon
School’s books.  Students were asked to return the books; some
did at first, but most trickled in over a few weeks.  Nearly a
third have not been returned.  I like to think that they are
THAT book for more than a few readers. 

I do not know. 

I now play the ghost. 

To my left is a stack of inexpensive spiral notebooks, filled
with names and notations written besides them.  There are a
few cardboard boxes filled with someone else's discarded
brick-a-brack, my sleeping bag, an old laundry bag containing a few
changes of clothes and some books piled haphazardly near the far
gable.  I know the story is at an end when I begin to repeat
it.  The paper reported the facts as they were
discovered. 

Soon after, Chips left. 

A warrant is still out for my arrest.  My mother is looking
into this.

I lay my tall, gawky body on the floor, the shadows of the
evening darkening my notebook, and wait for night and my sister’s
delivery of food and other supplies.  She has not betrayed
me.  I am the madwoman in the attic, but through these events
have become something more.  With my stack of inexpensive
spiral notebooks, filled with names and notations written besides
them, I plot out which of Devon’s citizens needs a good
read. 

In a few hours, when night falls, I will unfold my body and make
my way downstairs.

Access to the attic can be had through a trapdoor in a little
used bathroom off of the fiction section.  As the public’s
hours for the town library are limited, I am left with ample down
time for browsing the stacks.  Using a tote bag dug out of
lost and found, I toss in my finds and head into the night. 
My mother thinks that the charges will be reduced, and as a
juvenile little will be made of the crimes.  No longer Agnes
Johnson—teenager, poor student, and book burner—I am not
sure. 

Now I am the night librarian of Devon.

The days are not just sleeping and writing, and the evenings are
more than creeping around in the dark.  Still, this is much of
my existence.  Rituals have made the uncertainties
bearable.  Each night I write a piece of this story.  As
often as she can, my sister drops off supplies and a bit of
news. 

And there are the night visits. 

Tote bag in hand, I walk the shadows and attempt to inspire
readers.  In my bag are souls.  Tonight, like every
night, I will find myself in front of Sophie MacDonald’s
house.  I will plunge my hand in the tote bag before looking
for a trap.  Coming out, I will place a book on her
porch.  THAT book, I hope.  Sophie deserves a
soul. 

Until she has one, my destiny will lie in the attic.

 

 

* * * * *
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