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To Josh, Daphne, Dove, and Daisy who have taught me so much about life and love.







Who can sail without the wind? 
Who can row without oars? 
Who can be separated from a friend 
Without shedding a tear?


 




I can sail without the wind. 
I can row without oars. 
But I cannot be separated from my friend 
Without shedding a tear.


 




Vem kan segla forutan vind? 
Vem kan ro utan aror? 
Vem kan skiljas fran vannen sin 
Utan att falla tarar?


 




Jag kan segla forutan vind. 
Jag kan ro utan aror. 
Men ej skiljas fran vannen min 
Utan att falla tarar.


 



ALAND ISLANDS FOLK SONG






 PROLOGUE
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Slouching in the front five rows of graffiti-scratched wooden seats in the cavernous, sloping school auditorium, sixty fifth- and sixth-graders fidget and chatter as they wait for Johanna Grussner, their chorus teacher, to begin rehearsal. They are bored. They make fun of the luxuriant vowels of Johanna’s Swedish accent and titter at private jokes.

In an echo of a more dignified time, the auditorium walls are painted sky blue above their granite skirts. Art deco brass and opalescent glass chandeliers hang heavily from the 40-foot ceiling, though they are illuminated only for special occasions (cheap modern track lighting substitutes at other times) because the custodial workers don’t like climbing up to change the light bulbs. Blue velvet draperies shroud the towering procession of windows.

But even in this sanctuary, it is hard for the children to shake off the jangle of the Bronx—the video arcades, Laundromats, bodegas, Korean bazaars hawking athletic socks by the dozen, plastic flowers, and $7 knockoffs of the robot dogs that command $300 at FAO Schwarz. They worry about the surly teenagers who congregate just down the street at the local junior high school, a place where boys become more proficient  at fistfights than at algebra or literature, where parents despair of sending their children, but send them anyway because they have no other choice.

Then the accompanist at the grand piano tucked just below the stage leans into the keyboard and softly plays a few bars, and the mood changes. Sixty 10-, 11-, and 12-year-olds snap to attention, the molded plywood seats in the first row flipping up like a volley of machine gun fire as their occupants rise. Their eyes fasten on Johanna, standing facing them in her jazz siren’s tight black slacks over skinny legs, her V-neck sweater cut nearly to the breastbone, blue eyes widened like searchlights. As she signals the harmony, starting pitches, and breathing, the children burst into an old Negro spiritual “Come and Go With Me,” and the ones standing in front swing into the hip swiveling and hand clapping accompaniment Johanna has taught them. (“If you happen to bump into anybody right now, it’s because you’re going in all directions, so watch my legs. Step together,” their teacher coaxes.) Vincent Maldonado’s black smudges of eyebrows knit together sadly, and his mouth widens like a mask of tragedy as he sings. Pierre Marquez could be at a revival meeting, the way his elongated El Greco face looks transported with joy. In the halo of the music, Paloma Perez’s limbs shed their stubby awkwardness to take on a comforting solidity.

Their voices swell jubilantly at the crescendo, “Come and go with me to that LAAAAND . . . . There’s no suffering in that LAAAND,” and just as suddenly hush at the diminuendo, “where I’m bou-ouund.”

“Freeze!” Johanna cries, silencing them. “Don’t lean back. Hold the last phrase. I don’t care if you turn green in the face and are going to faint right in front of me. You have to hold the last word, because that’s what’s going to make them cry.”

By the time their voices well up into the last phrase, “HALLELUJAH! HALLELUJAH! We are going to seeee the kiiiiiiiiiing,” a knot of teachers, aides, and a security guard have been distracted from their errands and are gathered at the far end of the auditorium, peering through the doors down the sloping aisles, transfixed.

The children are angels. They are the Select Chorus of Public School 86, and many of them had never carried a tune before Johanna Grussner discovered them.

They had worked together for three and a half years, building their voices and their bonds to one another. It was a measure of the strong, if unlikely, identification between the teacher and her students that Johanna had become determined to take them to her hometown in Finland. She wanted to show them the scene of her idyllic childhood filled with everything the children lacked: the warm embrace of a tiny school, frequent doses of fresh air and play, and music lessons for every child.

Just as fervently, she wanted her hometown to meet the children. She wanted her parents to finally see that she had been right to leave her tiny archipelago of Aland on this madcap trip to America, and to meet these children she had been telling them about for so long.

For at least one brief moment, the experience transformed the school, and the lives of everyone in it—the children, the teachers, the principal. For some of the children, Johanna’s song meant more than that. The greatest adventure in Vincent Maldonado’s young existence, the one thing that convinced him he could rise up in life, began in the cold granite corridors of P.S. 86.






 PART ONE

 The Kingsbridge Heights School, P.S. 86 The Bronx, New York





 CHAPTER ONE

 Looking for Paradise

When she was 9 she asked the barber to cut off all her hair. She had taken the bus from Palsbole to Godby, a 6-kilometer ride, with her cousin. She was well armed with pocket change caged from her father. She always had money in her pocket. Even at a young age, she was an entrepreneur, a schemer. She ran a lemonade stand, Johanna’s Som-marcafe, in front of her house, and gave her little sister Bodi the privilege of washing up in a bucket, while she collected all the earnings: 50 penni for lemonade, 1 mark for coffee. She brought home a pile of maps of Aland that her father’s tour bus company gave out for free and sold them for 5 marks each at the corner grocery store. Whatever project she came up with, her father, a self-made businessman, was one of her best customers. He was her co-conspirator. When she defied him, he was secretly tickled by her ingenuity. Like the famous beer party.

“Pappa, I need to buy beer for the party,” she begged.

“No, Johanna, you know you are too young.”

“I’m 18,” she protested.

“I’m not talking about the law.”

So she sold ads for his bus fleet—to a beer company. In payment, she took kegs of beer instead of cash. Her sisters helped her stash the kegs in the root cellar next to their house. The night of the party, 200 people got wind of the beer and flocked to the root cellar from miles around. Her father was upstairs sleeping, her mother out. Before it was over, the neighbors had complained. Mamma was furious. Pappa kept his counsel; this was one of those times when Mamma’s reaction counted for two. But Johanna could tell her father was impressed.

So by the age of 9, when it came time to do something for herself, like buy candy or cut her hair, she could take care of it.

“Cut it off,” she told Sickan, the family hairdresser, settling into the high vinyl chair. “About an inch long.”

“You’ll look like a boy,” Sickan warned.

“I don’t care.”

When she got home her father tried to conceal his horror at the sight of her, shorn of her long blond tresses. Her mother only laughed. “You look like a little hedgehog,” she said, running her hand over Johanna’s bristly scalp. From then on she called her Kotte, the hedgehog.

The nickname, Kotte, stuck. Twenty years later, her mother keeps it programmed into her cellphone. But you hardly ever heard anyone say it out loud, except in lamentation. If she broke a glass or came in late, it was “Oh Kotte.” If she cried for a lost romance, it was “My little Kotte.” Can you blame her if she felt slighted? Her sisters got their nicknames, Cocki and Bodi, when they were infants. Meaningless nicknames, nonsense, baby-babble, what her mom and dad would say when they tickled their little bellies—kooki, kooki, kooki or boodi, boodi, boodi—the way Americans would say coochie-coochie-coo. The whole world calls them Cocki and Bodi even now that they are full-grown women. How could she not feel left out? Nobody thought to give her a nickname  until she was 9, and then they hardly ever thought of using it. She was born Johanna, a grownup name, and that’s the name she’s lived with ever since. Cocki, Bodi, and plain old Johanna. Only her father makes it sound special, hurrying over the first two syllables to bear down on the n’s like a caress, Yo-ha-nnna. Even her own family treats her warily, as if she might be hot to the touch or shatter like glass.

Johanna is the middle of three sisters. You know how the middle child always feels the most neglected? That is her. She works hard to overcome her sense that she is always a step behind where she needs to be, running to keep up. Maybe she’s spent her life imagining this handicap, but whether real or an illusion, it haunts her still. Age doesn’t take the sting out of it. She sometimes imagines that, because she is so much like her father, she has been his clandestine favorite. Despite that fantasy, she often feels small and unloved. She is not fearless and breathtakingly beautiful, like her younger sister Bodi, who was three-quarters-blind at birth and now deploys keen 20-20 vision under her coquettishly batting eyelashes, as if by a miraculous visitation and cure. She is not studious and domestic, like her older sister, Cocki, the Madonna, who is raising three perfect children. She is the ordinary one, the one with the average looks, middling grades, sure that the door is about to shut in her face, sweating every step of the way as she strives for extraordinariness, or at least for a ticket outside the confines of her little town.

From an early age she worked hard to be noticed, to get the attention she craved. She was the charmer, the flirt, the class clown, the skinny blond pied piper, all sharp elbows and skinned knees. She was not naturally courageous, but whenever a risk presented itself, she closed her eyes and tackled it. She had to ride her bike faster than anyone else, climb to the highest branch of every tree, willfully ignoring the fact that the branches were too green to hold her. On snowy days in winter, she pushed her wooden kick-sled to school down the slippery street, heedless of the drivers struggling past on their way to work.

She discovered her gift in music and acting. If the teachers wanted  to put on a show, she would not stand for anything less than the director’s job. When they had a school circus, she had to be the ringmaster. They obliged. No one had the stamina to cross her. She was unstoppable. She and her partner stayed in the eighth-grade dance marathon until there was only one other couple left, and she collapsed from exhaustion. “Herregud, my legs,” she groaned. The cramps rose up from her calves and squeezed her thighs like a steel vise.

As a teenager, she thrived on melodrama. She rebelled, ate little, became light as the wind and never slowed down. Her scrapbook is the proof. Here’s a picture in the local paper, when she and her girlfriends were plucked off the street for a consumer survey of push-up bras. Here’s another one, of them taste-testing crayfish. That’s a big summer activity here. You drink Schnapps and gorge on crayfish. You end up with a tummy like a beach ball, drunk and singing. Singing is a big thing here. She sang old Motown ditties with four friends at a school show. She played in a middle school rock band.

She was always a performer. The year after she graduated from high school, she didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life. The school asked her to stay on and teach music. They had never had a teacher so young. She wrote and directed the high school play, a musical called “The Mirror,” about a girl who runs off to the big city and joins a gang. A show with an edge. You know how it is in a small town; even high school theater is important enough to rate a review in Alandstidningen, the local paper. It was a hit. She sold the show to six or seven other schools for $300 a pop and the class took a trip to Sweden. She was outgoing, popular, but still thought of herself as a misfit, the ugly duckling hoping to discover that she was a swan.
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Everyone predicted that she would go far. She took them seriously, and their conviction became an inspiration and a curse. If you are the  temperamentally contented type, a small town will hold you in its warm embrace like a mother’s arms. For some people, to venture even a few kilometers from home is unthinkable. Home, school, church, the corner store, a job—those are the touchstones of life. You marry your high school sweetheart, settle down, start a family, and never worry about whether you belong. You just do.

But the Aland Islands have always attracted their share of restless souls, Johanna’s family among them. To understand why, it helps to know something about the islands. Neither completely Finnish nor Swedish, they were historically part of Sweden, which gave them their language and culture. They are just two and a half hours by ferry from Stockholm, but subject to Finnish currency, and foreign policy. Geography and geopolitics have shaped their character. As island people the Alanders are farmers, fishermen, or seafarers. Their connection to the sea has made them more open to foreigners than mainlanders tend to be, and more peripatetic. Like their Viking ancestors, they are not afraid to go out into the world. But they always long to come back.

As if Aland’s endemic sense of being betwixt and between were not unsettling enough, the Grussner roots are less firmly entrenched than they might be. Johanna’s mother is Swedish by birth, a high-bred colonel’s daughter from Stockholm; her father’s paternity is German, and rumor had it that her German grandfather was a spy. Her paternal grandmother, though, is an Alander to her bones, and everyone says Johanna takes after her. In her father’s first-floor study, on the right-hand wall facing the desk, is a black-and-white photograph of her father’s mother as a young woman, a ferociously determined young woman, her arms thrown over two little boys in knickers. Those are Johanna’s high, flat cheekbones, her long slightly crooked front teeth in the big flashing smile. That is her dimple screwed as firmly as a bolt into a washer in the middle of her chin. They have the same sinewy washboard build, though Johanna has never done the heavy labor, taking in laundry, baking bread to get by.

They are an outsized family in an undersized town. Yet some of them have struck a truce with Aland. Johanna’s sisters are happy here. Her father can’t bear to leave his herb garden and his wildflowers, even for a few days. Her mother, well, her capacity for agitation matches her husband’s penchant for tranquillity, so they are two interlocking halves of a whole. As for herself, Johanna can only say that she had an idyllic childhood. But of course she didn’t know that at the time.

When Johanna was 18, she called a family meeting to decide her future. Everyone gathered, obedient, at the old scarred wooden farmtable in the cavernous kitchen of her parents’ beloved eighteenth-century house. Without thinking, they took their places in the usual constellation of stars around her father’s sun. Her father, Ulf, whom everyone called Uffe, took up his position at the head of the table facing the kitchen door. The slate-gray evening light poured over his shoulders from the two tall windows behind him, the light reflecting off his shock of snow-white hair and the white half-moon beard covering his chin, which he has grown, perhaps deliberately, to look like one of his Viking heroes, the poetic and battle-wise Rode Orm, the Red Snake. To his right, poised gingerly on the straight-backed wooden chair, ready to rise whenever someone needs a glass of water or wine, more butter or bread—or when she imagines they do—her mother, Lillemor, a faded beauty in her loose bohemian tunics from Marimekko. On Lillemor’s right, the oldest sister, the ever-composed, straw-blond Cocki. On Uffe’s left, their last and youngest, the one to whom all transgressions are permitted, flame-haired, snub-nosed Bodi lounges on the carved wooden bench. Then Johanna, the farthest from everyone, on the bench next to Bodi.

“Sweden or Boston?” was how she posed her dilemma. “I’m so confused.” She had been accepted to a conservatory three hours outside of Stockholm, Orebro Musikhogskola, which was very tough to get into. She viewed it as a Scandinavian Juilliard, prestigious, the type of place whose name you would append to your own with a coy flourish for the  rest of your life; therefore, admission was hard to turn down. She also had a scholarship to Berklee College of Music in Boston. Maybe not as well known in Aland (“Hhhhun,” the corner grocer had said noncommittally, with that polite Finnish intake of breath), but still a feather in her cap. She listed the pluses and minuses. Her family listened patiently, but they knew, even if she didn’t, that she had already made up her mind. They knew that whatever she might pretend, she was not going to make a purely rational decision, the kind of conclusion you would arrive at by reading “So and So’s Guide to the Best Music Schools in the World.”

“I’m going away” is what she was telling them. In every immigrant story, the process of selection is never accidental. Those who leave are always different from those who stay behind. They are refugees of the soul. Something is pushing them, something they can’t resist. It could be a crime, a family feud, a guilty secret, a thwarted love, a broken heart. Maybe nothing so definite, nothing you can put your finger on, but a force nonetheless like a firm hand against your back. Maybe all it takes is a nagging sense of dissatisfaction, of being a misfit, of dreaming that there is a place for you, as the song says, a time and place for you. That doesn’t mean you give up all hope of coming back. But you know that if you return, it will be because you are different, stronger, ready to stand on your own. You must return triumphant, with something to show for your trouble. Otherwise, you are only running away from home. Like the fabled Vikings, you would not reappear without a trophy, a few stanzas of verse, composed during the voyage, commemorating your adventures in faraway lands. At the time, she didn’t actually think these things, let alone say them out loud. She concentrated on the sheet of paper in front of her, squinting to read her notes in the pale light filtering through the opalescent lampshade over the kitchen table. Such an impractical light, an 1860s brass candelabra, with a ball-and-chain counterweight to lower the kerosene base and candle branches when they needed to be lit or extinguished. The church custodian, the  previous occupant of the house, had left this relic behind, and despite its dim, now electrified, light, her mother treasured it. In her mother’s house, character and art—whether of the furniture or the people in it—always ranked more highly than convention or utility.

Johanna was under the illusion that she had defied her upbringing to become the practical one. Staring into the romantic pool of light in front of her, she considered the pros and cons. In their stark black and whiteness, the facts were easier to grasp and harder to dispute than motives, emotions, the big and shadowy truth of life. Stockholm: Cheaper. (Free tuition.) Boston: More expensive. Boston: New language, culture. Stockholm: Easter in Sweden. Stockholm: Near. Boston: Far.

Who was she kidding? Of course she was going to go, the farther away the better.






 CHAPTER TWO

 The Accidental Teacher

She spent three happy years at Berklee College of Music in Boston, never losing her accent but learning hundreds of American jazz songs by heart. Internally driven as always, she wasn’t content to take the prescribed courseload, but had to adopt a condensed schedule, with the excuse that by transferring credits from courses in Sweden she could save money.

Every summer, she returned to Aland. She raised money for tuition by renting out her father’s café for $4,000 for the summer and managing it herself with two friends. They did everything—cooking, cleaning, waiting tables, running the cash register, ordering and bookkeeping—then kept the profits. She always brought along her boyfriend, Gary Heckard, a Coloradan and classmate at Berklee. In her hometown, Johanna was cast as the prodigal daughter, and with typical showmanship, she embraced the role. A reporter from Alandstidningen, her hometown paper, visited her in Boston, dutifully photographing the apartment building where she lived with Gary and recording her 19-year-old aperçus about street beggars (“If you don’t give them money they can be quite unfriendly”), American attitudes toward blondes (men will try to take advantage) and what she missed most from home (Muesli. American breakfast cereals, she lamented, were little better than sugar-coated paper).

After graduation, Johanna and Gary packed up a U-Haul and headed south to New York. They planned to pursue their master’s degrees together, at the Manhattan School of Music, a stone fortress at 122nd Street and Claremont Avenue, just north of Columbia University, in a neighborhood dominated by students, academics, and musicians. After that . . . who knew?

In the winter of 1998, as Johanna was entering her last semester of graduate school, earning a master’s degree in musical performance, Rudolph W. Giuliani embarked on his second four-year term as mayor, knowing that it would be his last, by virtue of the city’s term limit laws. Reviled by some, admired by others, Giuliani was at the height of his power. After cracking down on the city’s notorious crime rate in his first term, he was gearing up for a new target for his prosecutorial zeal in his second. The murder rate was on a downward spiral, dropping to levels that had not been seen since the 1960s, and that some had never expected to see again.

The mayor could now turn his attention to what political polls typically showed to be New Yorkers’ next biggest concern, the woefully neglected state of the city’s public schools. Although derided by some as a cynical gesture, Giuliani’s education policy would shape Johanna’s future.
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Johanna was in the kitchen cooking dinner one winter night when the telephone rang. Dropping her fork on the stove, she reached for the receiver on the wall.

“Hello,” said an older woman’s husky voice. “Could I speak to Johanna Grussner, please?”

“Speaking!”

“This is Margaret Bartelme, the arts coordinator at P.S. 86. I got your number from Education Through Music. I understand you’re interested in a part-time position.”

“Yes, definitely.”

Tucking the receiver under her chin, Johanna walked back to the stove and stirred her pasta. Pasta, boiled potatoes, Chinese—her diet had suffered since she left her mother’s house.

“Have you ever taught before?”

“Not exactly. I did some student teaching my last semester up in Boston. But I really love kids.”

“We’ve been looking for someone all fall, but.... ”

“Could you hold on a second? I’m having trouble hearing.... ” Johanna waited for the rattle of the elevated subway, which ran outside her window, to fade. She realized that the woman had kept on talking. Who had she said she was? Margaret somebody. The principal?

“Sorry?” Johanna said. “What was that?”

“My own background is in visual arts,” Margaret was saying. “I’m afraid I don’t know too much about music. We’re looking for someone who can build the program.”

“What kind of music are you looking for?” Johanna asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Fun songs. Children’s songs. Whatever feels right to you. Use your judgment. Could you come up to the Bronx? For a demonstration lesson?”

“Of course. I live in Harlem. It’s not far.”

“Is there any grade you’d prefer?” Margaret wondered.

“Fifth?”

“Fine. Is there anything you need?”

“Will there be a piano?”

“I’ll try to get you one.”

Margaret told Johanna when to be there and gave her directions to the school.

Johanna wrote down her full name: Margaret Bartelme.
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She hung up the phone and plopped down on a kitchen chair, feeling less certain than she had sounded.

The woman on the other end had been nice, but vague, formal, a little distant. Who was she, anyway? The principal? A teacher? A secretary? Johanna couldn’t remember what the woman had said. The assistant principal, probably. She obviously knew very little about teaching music, though to her credit, she hadn’t tried to pretend otherwise. Johanna thought about canceling; there was just something so unfocused about the whole conversation. Student teaching was different from having a class to yourself, all the responsibility for whether kids learned. And Margaret didn’t sound like she was going to offer a lot of direction.

Johanna had one semester left before graduation. At this point, she would be able to teach music only two days a week while taking college classes during the other three. As an international student, she was entitled to a one-year work visa, with which to put her music training to some practical use. She thought she should take advantage of that, while earning some pocket money.

She had tried out for two other jobs, and there was still a chance she would get one of those. Both had the advantage of being in Manhattan, within easier range of her apartment. One was on the Upper East Side. The students had been well dressed, well behaved. They had struck her as affluent, or at least comfortably well-off. She had noticed a pretty Petit Bateau shopping bag in the classroom, casually used by a child to bring in something from home, the way another child might bring in a plastic bag from C-town supermarket. Within walking distance of the Metropolitan Museum, you couldn’t beat that. A few blocks from Madison Avenue, too, though she didn’t see much Prada in her future, not while she was stuffing a measly couple of $50 bills in her jeans after singing her lungs out ’til 2 A.M. to a crowd of sleep-deprived New York University students and junior advertising executives at a West Village cabaret. The other was on the Lower East Side, a little more bohemian, the post-hippie kids, but a comfortable, homey school, with a community garden nearby and murals on the walls. She had loved getting off the L-train and walking through the funky East Village, the vacant lots sprouting zany welded sculptures, the raised beds covered with soggy, decayed winter remains of tomatoes, string beans, and black-eyed Susans, the spunky little boutiques. She had stopped at a hole in the wall to buy a pair of earrings, silver filigree with little blue beads, for Bodi. How many piercings did Bodi have these days? Bodi would fit right in on Avenue B. Nothing like plain vanilla Johanna, settling for just a pair of pierced ears.

Jesus. Who was she kidding? Neither tryout had gone too well. She might not be a professional teacher, but she knew what a good performance should be like. She had tanked at those schools. The principals there had known exactly what they wanted, and Johanna didn’t have the background. They wanted Dalcroze or Eurhythmics, gimmicky programs, which, in her opinion, had more to do with educational fads than with music. She had boned up on them a little, but she came across as phony. Hell, the programs were phony. Music as therapy. Music for tin ears. Rhythm as formula. Why aim for the lowest common denominator? Every child, every human being, has a song in his heart. What was wrong with Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Tony Bennett, Glenn Miller? The great singers and band leaders in Pappa’s record collection. Musicians who could swing. Musicians who were happening. Those were her idols when she was in grade school. She had pictured herself as the blonde bombshell in the slinky gold lamé sheath, kissing the microphone while eighteen horn players sat behind her in straight rows ripping jazz licks.

You didn’t get that from Dalcroze. . . . Never mind. What a stupid childish dream. She wasn’t going to grow up to be Ella Fitzgerald, and not just because of her blue eyes and blond hair. She wasn’t going to be hired as a music teacher, either. She had screwed up. She had forgotten  everything her father taught her about running a business: The customer knows best. And she had ignored the cardinal rule of performing: Know your audience. You’ve got to give them what they want.

Don’t cry over spilled milk, she told herself. Johanna had shed too many tears too easily in her life. She cried over the smallest things. But the one thing she wouldn’t do was cry over not being hired. From the first time she skinned her knee, her father had taught her to stand up, brush herself off, and try again.

Arrgh. The pasta. She hoisted herself out of the chair and dumped the bloated spaghetti into a colander, then went to her bedroom for her bag. She opened her black book, the big solid planner she had bought at Wilson’s leather store, as if its very weight assured her of a secure future, and made a note of the appointment with Margaret Bartelme.
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For Johanna, the coincidence in timing between her graduation and Giuliani’s new agenda could hardly have been more felicitous. With New York City sharing in the national boom-times, this seemed an especially promising moment for an aspiring jazz singer to take the city by storm. The money was easy and people were spending it on good food, drink, and music. The moralistic mayor might be cleaning up the peep shows and topless bars in Times Square, but the legitimate clubs were packed. The stock market seemed to be going nowhere but up. Everyone was in a party mood. New York was on a roll, and so was Johanna, who could whisper a ballad by Antonio Carlos Jobim, her favorite Brazilian composer, one night and surprise you by growling out the blues like Bessie Smith the next. She found inspiration in the hypnotic click-clacking of the subway, the babble of languages on the street, the excitement of other twenty-somethings who lived on air and a prayer in the conviction that someday, by dint of raw talent, they would rise from the gray masses of wanna-be’s and morph into the next  Keith Haring, Savion Glover, or Melissa Etheridge. Every day in New York tested her in a way that made her music richer. “In New York you have to struggle to survive,” she would say. “You have to be aggressive. Everyone here has an edge, which is something you need as a jazz singer.” But in the age-old tradition of the small-town girl trying to make it in the big city, she needed a day job. A few years before, she might have waited tables or temped in a law office, but now she wanted something more and her timing was perfect: New York schools were looking for a musical renaissance.
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By many measures, New York’s public schools had never recovered from the city’s brush with bankruptcy two decades earlier. In the fall of 1975, the city appealed to Albany and Washington to bail it out of fiscal ruin, but President Gerald Ford declined, inspiring the infamously bitter tabloid headline “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD.” It was the teachers’ union, among others, that came to the rescue, however reluctantly. The municipal unions agreed to use their pension funds to contribute to billions of dollars in emergency financing. Despite these efforts, more than 14,000 teachers would be laid off. Art, music, and athletic programs would be decimated. The middle class abandoned public schools in many neighborhoods. The most affluent New Yorkers sent their children to exclusive private schools; police, firefighters, and civil servants turned to more economical Catholic schools; and after accounting for white flight to the suburbs, public schools in large parts of the city became the province of low-income black and Hispanic children with few, if any, other options. They were schools of last resort, and the establishment perceived them, with a certain sense of noblesse oblige, not as a middle-class amenity but as a service to the poor, like welfare and Medicaid.

Mayor Edward I. Koch took steps to repair the damage in the early  1980s, working with an aggressive and independent chancellor, Frank J. Macchiarola. Macchiarola was able to leverage his good relationship with the mayor into better financing for city schools. He offered summer school for children in key grades—fourth and seventh—who were falling behind. He experimented with reducing the number of children in early-grade classes to as low as fifteen—private-school size—from twenty-five or thirty, after persuading the city’s budget staff, which had to pay for the extra teachers, that this was the optimal number for learning. Koch’s successor, Mayor David N. Dinkins, continued the upward trend for a time. He forged strong ties with the chancellor who took office when he did, Joseph Fernandez, a Puerto Rican high school dropout, a school of hard knocks graduate who had shot heroin growing up in Harlem, then gone on to become a charismatic symbol of how far disadvantaged children could go.

Fernandez teamed with teachers, parents, and community groups to create networks of small schools, organized around inviting themes like music or public service, to combat the numbing anonymity of the big factory–type education that had prevailed for most of the twentieth century. “Let a thousand flowers bloom” was the unofficial motto. But during the recession of the 1990s, Dinkins made crippling cuts to the school system. Crime had risen through the late 1980s. In a spate of random shootings in July 1990, innocent children had been cut down by gunfire in their own homes, making average New Yorkers cringe in fright as they stood by their own windows. Dinkins focused what resources he had on beefing up the police force.

After taking office in January 1994, Giuliani continued the trend, reducing spending on the city schools while building up areas, like the Police Department, that he considered a priority. He decried the city’s tax burden and complained about the Board of Education’s bloated bureaucracy, constricting the flow of money to the schools more than any other mayor since the city’s fiscal crisis. When the chancellor, Ramon Cortines, resisted, the mayor derided him as “precious” and  jeered him out of town. But Giuliani was shrewd enough to recognize that for his core constituency—conservative white ethnics in Queens and Staten Island—public schools were an important attribute of the quality of city life. By his second term in office, Giuliani had crime under control and was ready to tackle education.

Giuliani’s early education agenda was twofold: to reintroduce the arts to city schools and to improve reading skills in the early grades, a strong predictor of future success. It was a less than sweeping agenda. But arts and reading had sex appeal, and they could be targeted with relatively modest resources and without running the risk of political opposition.

Giuliani and his immediate advisors had little inside knowledge of the public schools and how they worked. When parents and teachers complained about how difficult it was for children to learn in classes of thirty-five, Giuliani retorted that he remembered going to school in a parochial school class of fifty-two children, and he “hadn’t suffered.” He did not mention that his children—like those of many other public officials—attended private schools, which typically had classes of eighteen or fewer. His son, Andrew, attended a $13,000-a-year parochial school with regular classes in art, pottery, and woodworking, two literary magazines, and a glee club. His idea of school reform was to offer publicly financed vouchers to students who wanted to go to private and religious schools, which he argued would drive reform by fostering competition, while giving the children in the worst schools an immediate out. Most middle-class parents, legislators, and the teachers’ union opposed vouchers, making their chance of being adopted almost nil.

After hounding out Cortines, Giuliani needed to burnish his image on education and could not afford to alienate the next chancellor. Rudy Crew took over the school system in September 1995, at a low point in the mayor’s popularity, when the public had doubts about his ability to unify the city. As an African American, Crew could help solve the mayor’s political problem. Although the chancellor was accountable  to a seven-member Board of Education, with only two members appointed by the mayor, Crew was shrewd enough to forge a cordial relationship with Giuliani, recognizing that the mayor employed not just the bully pulpit of his position at City Hall, but most of the time, an effective majority of the seven-member board. The five board members not under the mayor’s direct control were appointed by the borough presidents. Queens and Staten Island, Giuliani’s electoral strongholds, could be counted on to give the mayor a bare four-member majority when he needed it, in exchange for services to their constituents.

Crew’s press secretary assiduously built up a mythology around the relationship between the pugnacious mayor and the chancellor, who had blown in from small-town Tacoma, Washington, declaring that reforming New York City schools was not for the “faint-hearted.” New Yorkers were told that this unlikely pair were so chummy they enjoyed private meetings over whiskey and cigars. In hindsight, the syrupy sentiment behind those stories came to seem largely apocryphal. Crew’s turn came on December 23, 1999, when he was ousted by Giuliani’s allies on the Board of Education after threatening to resign rather than permit the school system to experiment with private-school vouchers. Looking back later, Crew might have been forgiven for wondering if he had made a pact with the devil, in which he had been forced from the beginning to curtail his own educational agenda in deference to the mayor’s political imperatives.

The Giuliani administration inaugurated Project Read and Project Arts, as they were called, in 1997, a mayoral election year, with modest allocations of $25 million a year for three years. Project Read offered after-school remediation to children who had fallen behind in reading. Project Arts was designed to bring musicians, actors, and dancers as well as museums and other arts organizations into the schools for workshops. Critics argued that the arts program was more of a boon to arts organizations than to students. By subsidizing professionals to give performances and demonstrations in schools, some said, the program was  raising a generation of children trained to be passive audiences rather than independently creative artists. Still, after years of cultural deprivation, the schools were hungry for whatever they could get. In a little-noticed coincidence, the teachers contract also played a role in supporting the new mandate for the arts. The contract had been renegotiated to increase the number of prep periods—time outside the classroom during the day—for teachers in many schools to three from two. So-called cluster teachers had to be hired to cover those periods, and some principals had the imagination to supplement Project Arts by hiring cluster teachers who could teach art or music or dance.

There was an inherent tension, however, between the two prongs of Giuliani’s initiatives—reading and the arts. Despite the arguments of arts advocates, there was little evidence that music or art or dance helped children learn to read or do math. Ultimately, schools like P.S. 86 would be judged not by the artistic sensibility of their students but by their standardized test scores.

It was into this hothouse atmosphere of political ferment around education that Johanna plunged as she went looking for a job.
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Margaret had been right to be apprehensive about the commute. The northwest Bronx was a long way from Manhattan, even the upper reaches of Manhattan. The street grid that had steered Johanna faithfully within the tight orbit of her life in New York—the hulking stone edifice that was the Manhattan School of Music, her apartment, the clubs where she sang, the Norwegian Seamen’s Church, where she sought solace from homesickness—this logically engineered map all fell apart in the Bronx. Margaret had recommended the No. 4 train. But Johanna had done some research since then and discovered that there was no reason to endure a slow bus ride across 125th Street to the Lexington Avenue subway. Just outside her apartment door, she rode the  clackety old escalator up to the familiar subway station, its wooden floors oddly reminiscent of a beachside boardwalk, at 125th Street and Broadway.

Feeling as if she were going the wrong way, she headed to the uptown platform instead of the downtown one. At least traveling against the morning rush she did not have to stand. She sat nearly alone in the slippery orange bucket seats, gazing out of the Plexiglas windows at the industrial flotsam of West Harlem unfolding below the train trestle. First came the old warehouses divided into cheap metal storage lockers stuffed with the couches and rugs of people who had had the misfortune of being evicted, or whose stingy apartments could not begin to contain the accretions of a normal life. She looked down on gas stations, the U-Haul rental, African CD vendors camped under a plastic shed pitched against the facade of El Mundo, the discount department store selling calico housedresses, polyester quilts, and gaudy wineglasses. In a few short blocks, Johanna had crossed the demilitarized zone of 125th Street, and the landscape had changed radically, from college-town shabby chic to inner-city ghetto. Like a roller coaster, the train dipped and roared underground again at 135th Street. Closing her eyes in the yellow glow of the tunnel, lulled by the hypnotic swaying of the subway car, she surrendered to the journey and whatever it might bring.

At 225th Street Johanna picked her way down from yet another elevated platform and stepped onto solid ground in the Bronx. She could walk up the winding road to Kingsbridge Heights, or take the bus. The walk looked arduous, uphill all the way. She chose the bus. The route had a certain bedraggled charm. Instead of apartment buildings, two- and three-story brick and clapboard houses lined the road on one side, giving it a curiously small-town feel. Not like New York at all. So this was the Bronx. The sight of those houses tugged at her heartstrings. She imagined domestic scenes unfolding behind the blank windows and wooden porch railings. Families watching TV in  the living room, fathers in their underwear, mothers leaning over the hot stove.

She got off the bus at Kingsbridge Road and Jerome Avenue, in a surprisingly pretty neighborhood of mostly low-rise six-story buildings, well shaded by tall trees. It must look green in spring, Johanna thought. The next thing she noticed was the Kingsbridge Armory, a turreted red-brick castle, looking mysteriously medieval against the gray winter sky. Behind it loomed the five-story bulk of P.S. 86, covering nearly a half city block. “It’s so big” was all she could think.
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P.S. 86 was not an opulent school. The exterior was a plain rectangular box, made of gray brick. A portico of fluted Greek columns guarded the front door, like a gateway to democratic values and ideals. The name was chiseled into a stone banner across the front: PUBLIC SCHOOL 86.

It lacked the Gothic grandeur of the H-plan schools built by Charles B.J. Snyder, the architect for city schools from 1891 to 1922, the closest the New York City school system ever had to a Roman empire builder. Those early schools, with their gargoyles and turrets, conveyed grand visions of the transformative power of education. They were havens for the wave of immigrants who reached New York in those years, for the huddled masses yearning to be free.

But what P.S. 86 lacked in flourishes, it made up in gravitas. Completed in 1928, on the brink of the Depression, it was conceived as a dignified laboratory for the next generation. Immigrant craftsmen had built it with nearly indestructible materials meant to last the ages: brick, granite, marble. It conveyed a belief in the value of utilitarianism and an appreciation of the classics.

Nearly identical Greek-revival schools, called E-type buildings, overseen by William H. Gompert, then the Board of Education’s chief  architect, could be found all over New York City. In the early 1920s, Gompert announced plans to build more than fifty E-type buildings, which were designed to be constructed rapidly and economically, and to be easily expanded as the student population grew. Gompert said the exterior of these buildings exemplified the theory that: “an American school should be of a purely American style of architecture.” With that philosophy in mind, he said, “the facades and interior of the building will be in the Colonial style.”

They were planted in once-solid middle-class Irish, Italian, and Jewish neighborhoods, inhabited by merchants, small-factory owners, and civil servants who had not gone on to higher education but whose children would. Even the floor plans were mass-produced. Teachers or principals who had been to one such school could navigate any other one with their eyes closed. In a ghostly twist of history, John F. Hylan, the city’s mayor in the 1920s, once had grand plans to make P.S. 86 part of a “Music and Art Centre” for children in the area of Jerome Park. But until Johanna came along, those plans turned out to be little more than castles in the sand.

Seven decades later, the custodian of P.S. 86, Ted Pannullo, called the building his “stately old gal,” noting proudly that “back then, things were done right.” He had brought his own tiller from home in New Jersey to plant perennial flower beds around the towering red maple on the front lawn—wild tiger lilies dug up near his backyard, flats of pansies from Home Depot, and fifty rose bushes bought at fire-sale prices from a garden center that was closing down. Old women, some new arrivals in babushkas from the old communist bloc, would walk out of their way just to admire them. “I want to leave a legacy,” Pannullo once said, poetically. “As the kids grow, the flowers grow too.”

To Johanna, who knew little of New York City schools, P.S. 86 was not just another cookie-cutter building. As far as she could tell, it was unique, imposing, portentous. Looking up at the massive brick walls,  she felt both intimidated and comforted by their rectitude. But in spite of the custodian’s touches of color, she couldn’t help being disturbed by the prison-like grates on every ground floor window. And where, she wondered, was the playground? She had seen only a parking lot in back, and no sign of slides or swings or climbing equipment for the little children to play on.

Pulling open the heavy metal front door, she found herself in a kind of inner atrium, two stories high. Railed staircases, one for going up and one for going down, the gunmetal gray banisters worn smooth by countless hands, rose on either side to a mezzanine balcony, like a quaint interior widow’s walk, a perch where the principal could stand to observe people coming and going. Shoved underneath the treads of the up staircase—on her right—was an old metal desk, the security guard’s station. Next to the desk she found a gaunt woman in a loose-fitting pantsuit waiting. The woman had straight, shoulder-length auburn hair that was parted severely in the center and fell in two sheets over her face like blackout curtains, as if she were guarding her privacy, or at least preferred to keep her thoughts to herself. “I’m Margaret Bartelme.” Belying her reticent posture, Margaret’s voice was direct, throaty, and soft. Her smile was wary, but her crinkly eyes were warm and penetrating. Her plain style—no makeup, earth-colored clothes—communicated an understated elegance.
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“There’s been a change of plans,” Margaret said, shaking Johanna’s hand. “I have to teach a second-grade art class this period and I couldn’t find a substitute.” Johanna absorbed the news that Margaret was a teacher, not an administrator. She wondered when she would meet the principal and if Margaret had the authority to hire her.

“Is it OK if the kids sit in on your demonstration lesson?” Margaret asked.

“Yes, of course. That’s fine. Just bring them along,” Johanna replied. Margaret waited patiently as the uniformed security guard demanded Johanna’s identification, and Johanna signed the visitor’s ledger. Johanna felt as if she were crossing the border from Finland to Russia, getting her passport stamped. What were they afraid of? P.S. 86 was a tight ship, Margaret explained. Not even parents were permitted to enter without signing in.

These were the Board of Education’s rules, not the school’s. The bureaucracy took the dimmest possible view of the families it was meant to serve. Parents were treated like adversaries, not allies. Fathers were potential kidnappers, mothers were a drain on the teachers’ time. Even the best principals and teachers often let the rules go unchallenged because keeping the parents cowed made the staff’s job easier.

The tone was set from the very top. To get to the office of a petty bureaucrat at central, let alone the chancellor’s office, every principal or teacher and their belongings had to pass through metal detectors. Not even books were exempted from the airport-style security at 110 Livingston Street, the Board of Education headquarters, the symbolic implications of X-raying books being lost on the system. The system was not set up to encourage communication between schools and the bureaucracy. In fairness, it was a very big system. No chancellor could hope to become intimately familiar with 1,200 schools. So sometimes for better and sometimes for worse, schools became little fiefdoms. On a day-to-day basis, a school like P.S. 86 was largely left to its own devices.

The demo lesson was on the third floor. There didn’t seem to be any elevator. Johanna followed Margaret upstairs in the cool granite and tile gloom, marveling at the empty hallways, the orderly atmosphere.

They found the fifth-graders sitting expectantly in groups of four at small worktables. Margaret must have brought the second-graders in ahead of time. They were crammed on the floor at the front of the room. There were more than thirty fifth-graders in the room, and another two dozen second-graders. A piano had been pushed against the wall.  Johanna didn’t want to turn her back to the children, so she pulled the piano out at an angle.

“My name is Johanna Grussner. I come from another country. From Europe. Do any of you come from other countries? Puerto Rico, maybe? Or the Dominican Republic?”

Nearly half the children, it seemed to her, raised their hands.

“How many of you speak Spanish at home?” she asked. Almost as many children raised their hands again.

“English is also my second language,” she said, trying to establish a bond. “In our house, we speak Swedish.”

Noticing a roll-up map above the chalkboard, she pulled it down and pointed out Finland and Sweden. In between, she told them, were the Aland Islands, her native land.

The room was so cramped that the second-graders were practically touching her ankles with their little knees. They looked so lost and confused. She felt bad. They didn’t know that she was trying out for a job. All they knew was that she was ignoring them.

She looked at Margaret, who had taken a seat among the children. “Is it OK if I change my plan and involve the second-graders?”

“Just do what you want.”

She remembered a bike-riding song she had learned while student-teaching in Boston, an Aline Shader composition. One part was really easy; the little ones could handle that. The other part was trickier. She would teach that to the older ones. It was a silly song, a Dr. Seuss–type ditty in which the same few words were repeated over and over again. “Riding, riding on my bike, is the finest thing that I really like.”

The kids were restless and Johanna knew instinctively that they needed to move. If only they had a little more room to move in.

“Let’s pretend that we’re bicycles. Make your hands into fists and churn them around like this. See? Those are the wheels. Now raise your arms like pistons. What else could we do? You decide. What movement can we do for the word ‘bike’? How about riding, riding?”

When it was over, she had a gut feeling that it had gone well.

The next day, Margaret called to tell her the job was hers. When could she start? Johanna paused. There were no other offers. “Right away,” she replied.






 CHAPTER THREE

 Location, Location, Location

Sheldon Benardo, the principal of P.S. 86, had not immediately been convinced that hiring Johanna was a good idea. Nothing personal, he had never met the girl, the bottom line was that he had reservations about hiring any kind of music teacher at all. He was not a Philistine. He had traveled widely during his vacations—not during the school year, for he was obsessively dedicated to his work. He wanted no less exposure to the wider world for his students, and growing up in a place like New York City, they had at least a fair shot of achieving it. There were museums, libraries, and concert halls galore, but none of them would matter if these children did not start life with a firm educational foundation. His job was to recognize potential, nurture it, and nudge as many of his students as possible into top-flight middle schools, their means of escape from the dead-end Bronx streets. Some of these schools were a long subway or bus commute away, in Manhattan or other parts of the Bronx, but he knew there would always be a few children willing to go the distance. It was one thing for a child to go to the neighborhood elementary school. But middle school, when their hormones and peer pressure kicked in, was a minefield. Most of P.S. 86’s graduates went to the zoned middle schools, the closest schools to their homes. If they did not make honors classes, they were likely to be sucked under by a riptide of class-cutting, petty vandalism, marijuana smoking, schoolyard fights, and then, who knew? Drug dealing, theft, murder, prison. Every principal had seen it happen. A strong educational foundation was the antidote.

But more than that, he had to cater to the systemwide imperative. It was no longer enough for principals and teachers to follow their own internal compass, to rely on the accumulated wisdom of their years in education school and the classroom to arrive at a freely chosen educational destination. The pressure to show improvement in reading and math scores had become a steady drumbeat, drilled into the superintendent by the chancellor, the principals by the superintendents, and the teachers by the principals.

Chancellor Crew, who liked to extol a business model of education, was even talking about rating principals and granting bonuses based on performance. Differential treatment of principals and teachers had been anathema in the city’s unionized school system, but the unions were feeling public pressure to yield, and such projects were moving forward on a trial basis.

The state Education Department seemed to be finding ever more sophisticated ways to parse the scores and determine targets for improvement at each of the city’s 1,200 schools. The targets were calibrated based on an intricate formula that took into account a school’s past performance and the performance of schools in similar peer groups—that is, with students of similar demographic background. But in a kind of Sisyphean agony, once a school met its target, the bar was raised, and you could hardly rest before you had to push forward again.

There wasn’t much room for sentimentality in Mr. Benardo’s line  of work. He had grown up in this neighborhood and could find his way around in his sleep. He had graduated from this very elementary school nearly four decades earlier. He came from a family of educators, some in prominent positions. When he put in his papers to become a principal in 1991, there were ten or twelve vacancies in district 10, the northern Bronx, where he had grown up, learned his craft as a teacher, and lived still. He never imagined that by some spin of the roulette wheel he would regress to the place where he had started out. So when Shelly Benardo was assigned to P.S. 86, he would later recall, he “wasn’t thrilled.”
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