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Dedication

​ This book is dedicated to
my two beautiful, wonderful daughters who spent half of their
school days waiting for their mother. And also, to a very dear
friend without whose encouragement and help this book would have
never been written.


CHAPTER 1


Introduction

​ “If
you plan to stay in this school, you had better clean up your act,
cut your hair and say ‘Yes, sir’ and ‘Yes, ma’am’ when you are
spoken to. Is that clear?” Raz bellowed this out to all of the
students in the gym.

However, I am getting ahead of myself.
This is an introduction! I need to lead you into this gently, very
gently, because some of this makes some tough reading.

When I thought about writing an
introduction to this book, I hardly knew how to start.
Nevertheless, I felt that I owed the reader a little of my
background and I also needed to explain the reasons that I felt so
compelled to write about my wonderful students. I never intended to
make this book an invasion of their privacy. That privacy means a
lot to me and I want to guard it. Most of the names are changed.
All else is real, too real for words. This book is intended to give
insight into some of the difficulties that young people have in
becoming adults and overcoming the many stumbling blocks that are
placed in their way. I intended it to help other young people who
pass the same way, those who pass along the same path to adulthood.
I intended it to help adults who work with young people to urge
them to tread gently, to listen well, and to ask the right
questions.

I also intended it for parents, all
parents, who love their children, for all parents who strive to
help their children navigate life’s highway. I intended it to help
smooth out the bumps for them. Is that not what we are all
after?

I grew up in an almost perfect world,
shielded from sadness and harm by two wonderful parents who loved
and adored me. We probably were considered upper middle class. I
thought that we were rich, at least, relatively rich. Maybe we
were. There is no way that I could have ever been prepared for what
awaited me. My world was probably like every other middle class
girl in the South, who graduated from high school, attended
college, found a husband, and settled down to raise children. I am
sure that all of you are familiar with the ‘Cinderella Complex’, as
it is called. I saw life through rose-colored glasses and it was
beautiful. I have always been an optimist by nature and that has
stood me in good stead wherever I go. The only problem with all of
this was that I went to work. If I had just worn my little apron,
kept to my recipes, changed those diapers, ‘tended my oven’ as
Sarah Vaughn sang, and worked for the PTA, what a life I would have
missed!

I have tried to tell you in this book
about the various states and realities of the world of my mind. I
describe my awareness of these and how I roamed in and out of these
realities. I have tried to convey to you the sadness, the
sweetness, and the horror that filled many of the youths that I
encountered. My cup overflows with these youths I was trying to
help. I hope to enrich your life with my experiences.

Now where did I put that pencil? I
need to write these things down right now as I think of them
because once they fly through my head, that part of the reel may
not rewind again!

To start this off with a copied poem
seems a little strange, I know, but this poem came across my desk
recently and perhaps it was what started me reliving the past
years. A student in a high school in Arizona wrote it. I wanted to
share it with you.

Now I sit me down in school

Where praying is against
the rule

For this great nation
under God

Finds mention of Him very
odd.

If scripture now the class
recites.

It violates the Bill of
Rights.

And anytime my head I
bow

Becomes a federal matter
now.

Our hair can be purple,
\orange or green,

That’s no offense; it’s a
freedom scene.

The law is specific, the
law is precise.

Prayers spoken aloud are a
serious vice.

For praying in a public
hall

Might offend someone with
no faith at all.

In silence alone we must
meditate,

God’s name is prohibited
by the state.

All are allowed to cuss and dress like
freaks,

And pierce our noses,
tongues and cheeks,

They’ve outlawed guns, but
first the Bible.

To quote the Good Book
makes me liable.

We can elect a pregnant
Senior Queen,

And the ‘unwed daddy’ our
Senior King.

It’s ‘inappropriate’ to
teach right from wrong,

We’re taught such
‘judgments’ don’t belong.

We can give out condoms
and birth controls,

Study witchcraft, vampires
and totem poles.

But the Ten Commandments
are not allowed,

No word of God must reach
this crowd.

It’s scary here I must
confess,

When chaos reigns the
school’s a mess.

So, Lord, this silent plea
I make:

Should I be shot; my soul
please take!

Amen

The shootings at Columbine High School
in Colorado made me revisit my life and made me feel that I had
something to say that most people who had children would like to
hear … maybe not, but I am going to say it anyway. The events that
led up to the shooting of the young people and the horror of the
shooting itself filled my mind with memories of a lot of the young
people that I came in contact with through those thirty
years.

For over thirty years, I have had the
privilege to be with young people in a counseling situation in a
couple of high schools in Eastern North Carolina. I was a
Biochemist first and a Counselor second. I returned to graduate
school at the tender age of forty and received my masters in
guidance and counseling. My mentor in my first job was Raz; an
ex-marine turned principal who thought that I had the common sense
that was so often missing in counselors. I entered the counseling
field with a B. S. degree in Biochemistry and 13 years of work in
basic research in the Medical School at Duke University. I did not
have one counseling course in any classroom anywhere.

Before I start this book, I need to
talk to you about all of the students at my two schools. The
majority of them were bright, with good families. The book would
seem to imply that all of the students were poor, parents were
nonexistent and all of them were eaten up with problems. I have
presented the students that I have because of their uniqueness and
the need for people to understand them. These kinds of students
usually find their way to a counselor so my experience is generally
with them. Although I have talked to perhaps thousands of students,
these are not expected to represent the general population of
students at the schools. This book represents my experiences and my
world. Care should be taken in extrapolating them further. I will
discuss this further in the last chapter.


CHAPTER 2


​Getting Started

The
educational system calls what I did ‘lateral entry’ and anyone can
do it as long as they are attending school somewhere to become
certified in the area that they are going to work in. Stupid
me!!!!!! I started working on my counseling degree the same year
that I became senior counselor in a high school that integrated for
the first time with a student body of 25% American Indian, 40%
Black, and 35% White. Now let me tell you; a white woman with a
middle-class background has not the vaguest idea of the ethnic
backgrounds of two of these races. To someone who was born in the
South in the early 30s, a black person was a maid who lived in your
house, cleaned, cooked and took care of you. Someone you loved, but
someone that you knew nothing about. You knew nothing about their
feelings or desires, hopes or loves. An Indian! Well that was
someone who wore a headdress, carried a hatchet, and was killed by
the soldiers in blue coats along with the buffalo.

It was only later that I did a little
research on the Lumbee Indians who filled that school and found out
that they were thought to be the remnants of a tribe that lived on
Hatteras Island, North Carolina, in the 1500s. It was thought they
were the tribe who took in the Lost Colonists when their food and
supplies ran out. That tribe was then called the Croatan. Today the
descendants are known as the Lumbee tribe. The name was changed to
Lumbee in 1952. They were named after the Lumbar River that flows
through Robeson County. The name Lumbar sounded very hard to the
Indians and they always called the river the Lumbee, hence their
name. When they were first discovered, they were living in houses
similar to European-style homes. The houses had doors and roofs.
They were farming in the European manner and they told about white
ancestors. They had English-sounding surnames and some of the
people had green eyes and light brown hair. There are now over
44,000 members of the tribe and 90% of them live in Robeson County.
North Carolina. They are the largest Indian tribe east of the
Mississippi River and the ninth largest tribe in the United States.
Enough of that!

School opened on a hot, sultry day in
late August before the time of air conditioners. We did have
electric lights but little else. My office had a glass window in
the front and was about 10 by 10 feet. I guessed that the glass
window was so that you could see out into the main office and
waiting room. My fellow-counselors consisted of one large, large
Indian and one small black lady. Both of these counselors had been
transferred from the segregated schools where they had been a
counselor in the previous year. I know that you are not going to
believe this, but we counselors had not met until the day school
opened. I had a large bookcase in my office but I did not have any
books. I could have brought all of my science books but I did not
think that they would have come in handy for this particular line
of work.

On that first day, I had on my
prettiest cotton dress and high heel shoes. I was blond, blue-eyed
and very fair. I was thirty-three years old and I thought that I
had the world by the tail.

The first order of the day was
homeroom and there was a homeroom next door to my office. We heard
all of this screaming and screaming and it sounded like they were
coming through the walls. My only thought was to help somehow stop
the fight that was obviously out of control. I ran with the Indian
counselor into the room. Two boys were on the floor going at it. He
pulled the top boy up and I remember stamping my foot and screaming
at the boy on the floor to get up. I think the idea of this stupid
white lady wading into that scene and stamping her foot at them did
more to calm their tempers than anything else that happened. They
stopped fighting and I knew instinctively that this fight was
because they were afraid of each other and did not know what to
expect that hot day in August. One of the boys was black and one
was an Indian. Blood was streaming down their faces and both boys
had razor blades taped between two fingers, two razor blades to a
hand. This made the blades out of view unless the students opened
up their hands. As I looked around the room, I knew that most of
the other boys in that room on that day also had razor
blades.

I said very loudly and in as stern a
voice as I could muster, “Anyone else found with these razor blades
will be suspended for the rest of the year”. I did not know whether
this was true or not, but I felt in my heart that it must be. Fear
was what started the fight. I could see it in their eyes. Fear of
each other, fear of the unknown!

Their clothes were ripped; both boys
were crying and I was horrified. By this time, the room was full of
teachers and the teachers marched them off to the principal’s
office, blood flowing

The principal! Oh yes, the principal!
What a man! He was crew cut, hard nose, ramrod back, and the
personification of the stereotype of the marine that he was before
retiring.

The second thing that was on the
agenda for that hot August morning was a general assembly. The
principal wanted to tell the students what he expected of them. It
was held also to let them know how tough he was and that he meant
business. All 1600 students filed in, found seats, and the
magnitude of all of those students in one small area just left me
speechless. The Principal stood up and said, “You may NOT wear
heavy chains. I see them everywhere. A boy may NOT wear his hair
longer than one inch from his scalp. If I see anyone with hair
longer than that, I will personally take them to my office and
shave his head! A girl may NOT wear her dress shorter than one inch
above the knee. If I see a skirt shorter than that, I will
personally take her home and tell her parents that she had broken
the school rules. Anyone caught fighting will be suspended for the
rest of the year. Anyone who brings a weapon to school will be put
in jail and tried on a weapons charge and be suspended for the rest
of the school year. They will not be allowed to enroll in any
school in the state of North Carolina for the rest of the school
year and will carry a criminal record with them for the rest of
their lives. The rest of the rules, I will make up as we go along
and if you don’t like them, too bad.”

“Damn,”
I thought. “How can he possibly enforce
those rules? 

The students were all from rural or
small towns and I was still in shock over everything.

The teachers had met the day before
and had planned a skit so that the students could get to know them
and everyone wanted it to take some of the edge off the situation.
The teachers had all practiced it the day before.

It was time for our
skit and my part was to do the ‘funky
chicken’ out to the middle of the gym by
myself, although I had not practiced it. Each teacher was to do a
different dance and we changed dress for the part. I bet you do not
know what the funky chicken is. Well, it’s a dance that resembles a
chicken flapping its wings. You move your elbows up and down in a
flapping motion. And your feet? Well God knows what your feet do.
Whatever it was, mine did not behave that day and right before I
got to the middle of the gym, I fell flat of my face. I went spread
eagle on the floor. That completed my first day of
counseling.

Every day, for the next two years was
just as eventful. Remember I told you earlier that I found out why
I was hired. Well, it turned out that my job was to go before the
principal with the student and act as a buffer and enabler. I was
to beg for a lighter sentence for the student or try to talk the
principal into letting the student off since it was his first
offense or whatever defense the situation provided. The principal
put on his tough man act, used his loudest voice, and I was to help
him save face. He would scream at me just as loud as he screamed at
the student. He and I should have been on the stage since it was
such a beautiful act. The funny thing was that he and I never
discussed this staging but I knew that he knew that I knew and he
knew that I knew.

A lot of times there were teachers in
his office who had brought the student in for this or that and his
voice would come over the loud speaker in the guidance office,
“Mrs. Jones report to my office (you know that Jones is fictional).
One of your precious babies is in trouble again.” It didn’t really
matter whether or not I knew the student. I would always pretend
that I did and it always ended up with the student in my office and
a wonderful counseling situation would ensue. As a counselor, what
more could you ask for? It was building a wonderful reputation for
the guidance department and the students thought that I walked on
water. This is not to say that he always made it easier for them,
but it did make it easier than they thought it would be after he
got through screaming at them. It got to the place that he didn’t
even have to call me, the student would ask for me.

I remember reading, somewhere during
this time, a report put out by the Public School Forum of North
Carolina. They had conducted a study that was begun with an
analysis by the Meyers-Briggs personality assessment of some 600
principals who had attended the “North Carolina Institute of
Government’s Principals’ Executive Program” in its first eight
years. More than 70% of the principals had profiles that indicated
they tend to be more comfortable with the status quo and less than
open to change. Surprisingly, perhaps, there were few differences
among the principals when the data were analyzed by age, sex, years
of experience, or race. Only 28% had profiles that indicated they
were visionaries or catalysts for change. There was at that time
mounting evidence that transformational leadership - leadership for
change - was key to the success of school reform. I think that this
is still true today. Thank goodness that Raz was there. If there
was anything that we needed to meet the challenges of that school,
it was change.

He probably shaved the heads of 10% of
the boys in the school that first month but they finally caught on
and they all had the cleanest haircuts you have ever seen. Some
threatened to sue, students’ rights and all of that stuff. Yes, we
had some parents who came up and wanted to mouth off at him. He
would scare them so badly when they came that we never saw them
again. I know that you are saying that we never had just the right
one or they would have burned the school. I think you are wrong. I
think that deep down they knew what he was trying to do. They knew
that he wanted a safe place for their children to go and the kids
knew it. Most of them did not want their parents to interfere.
Don’t forget that we were unsophisticated in the ways of the world.
For a lot of those students, that hot meal at the school was the
only food that they had during a day. It was the only warm place
for them in the winter and the only roof over their head when it
rained.

No student wore a heavy chain around
their neck, no girl wore a short dress to school, and no lawyer
with fancy ways tried to sue him. We still had fights, he still
suspended students for the rest of the year but they were that 1
percent. The rest of the students were perfect. The different
colors didn’t eat lunch together or like each other but they
existed in the same confines with each other and the situation
didn’t boil over. It was explosive but somehow he held it together.
Alternatively, perhaps that is a “we”.

Now I told you about our trips to
Raz’s office, well, let me go into that in a little more detail.
Raz had this old swivel wooden chair, you know the kind that you
can turn around and around, and it goes up and down. It also had a
hinge on it that would let you lean way back, I mean way back.
Seeing him in this chair was my first encounter with ‘non-verbal
communication’ and what a lesson it was. I had only been working
about a week when I had my first encounter with him in his office
like this.

He would sit in that chair and prop
his feet on his desk, he was about 6’2” and weighed about 190
pounds and when he got all stretched out with his arms behind his
head and almost horizontal, he was a very imposing figure. Every
time that I saw him that way, I was sure that his chair was going
to tip over backwards but it never did. Now can you imagine how a
little student felt looking at that imposing figure? I was always
surprised that they didn’t wet their pants and I am sure that some
of them did. I just didn’t see it.

This was back in the days when jocks
chewed tobacco, and just for effect, he had a tin can sitting by
his desk that he would spit tobacco juice in every now and then. He
would just sit like this for the longest kind of time, just
spitting, and sitting and everybody in the room was afraid to say
anything. Most kids would begin to sweat and in his booming voice
Raz would say, “Is this kid one of yours?” without even looking at
me. Sometimes my voice would even squeak when I answered. I don’t
care how many times I visited his office; this sight always scared
me.

No, Raz and I did not have a sexual
relationship, as I am sure that you are thinking right now but we
probably could have at a different time in our lives.

Did you know that educators did things
like this? Did you know that they tried to make the transition from
authority in the home to that at school as firm as possible. They
try all of the tricks in the trade. I once knew a teacher who told
me that every year he placed a trash can on the floor next to his
desk so that he would pass it as he walked to the chalkboard. Right
at the first of school, he would kick the trashcan on purpose, and
knock it over, spilling all of its contents everywhere.

He would scream out in the loudest
possible voice, “God Dammit!” Who put that trashcan there? You had
better tell me right now. His goose is out of here.” He kept
fussing, fuming and threatening everyone in the room for the rest
of the period. He never had a discipline problem the rest of the
year ... tricks of the trade they call it.

I guess this is as good a place as any
to tell you about the BIG Indian counselor. He has a prominent
place in many of the other stories that I want to tell you. He
stood about six feet four and God knows how much he weighed. His
belly preceded him about eight inches when he walked. It was not a
jelly belly; it looked very firm, just big. He drank a lot of beer
but not in school. He told me he did anyway. He was about the
slowest man I ever met. Nothing rattled him. He always went slow
and easy and he thought slow too. Not dumb slow, just slow. He had
these jet black eyes that had no light in them. You know the kind,
they look into your soul and you can’t see yourself. Sometimes I
would get lost in there and couldn’t seem to find my way back. I
have never been hypnotized, but I am sure it is the same kind of
thing. Sometimes when I looked, I forgot what I was going to say
and it would take me awhile to get my thoughts together. I could
just imagine how a student felt when they looked in
there.

He would swagger out of his office
real slow like, with that belly preceding him, and everybody would
stop what they were doing and look up. You couldn’t help it. He
just commanded attention without even realizing it. He was like the
educated blacks in those days, in that he had no patience with
Indians who didn’t try and he constantly berated them. He wouldn’t
give them the time of day. Most of them started coming to me
because they knew I was a soft touch and would mother them to
death.

He would laugh at me and say, “White
girl, you got a lot to learn”. I thought he did too but I didn’t
say so. We made a good team when it came to dealing with young
people though and we knew it.

One of the best descriptions that I
could give you of him was the day that the water pipe broke in the
guidance office. The water was gushing out and filled the office in
no time. My Indian Councilor, Gerald — Oh, I forgot to tell you,
his name was Gerald Maynor — came walking out of his office real
slow-like with the water almost up to his ankles. His pants were
dragging along and he had his hands in his pockets. I was running
around like a chicken hopping about and almost in a
frenzy.

He said, “Now girl, you ain’t paying
for this water, what are you so excited for. We ain’t going to
float away”. He picked me up, sat me on top of the desk, and said,
“I know what it is. You don’t want to get those pretty little shoes
wet. Now calm down and let’s see what we need to do.”

Raz, Gerald, and I made a formidable
trio. When anything big was happening, Raz would come and get
Gerald and me and off we would go to meet whatever it was head on.
Like the day they had the first football practice! The Black coach
was worried to death about mixing up all those colors and he knew
he would not be able to field a team because they wouldn’t play
together. After Raz got through working on them verbally, you know
togetherness and all that stuff, and I got through mothering them,
sweetheart this and that, and Gerald cussing them out; well that
year they won the state championship. Maybe it was because they
were so mad at each other. Who knows, but they never fought each
other and they learned a lot of respect for each other too.
Children are so resilient. If only adults were!

Now Gerald was a different kind of
fellow. He talked so low that even I needed a hearing aid. I
sometimes thought that he did it so that the students would have to
sit real still to hear him. He would look down at you from that
huge body and it seemed that his gaze would go right through you.
Boys didn’t back-talk him or muck with him. They knew that he meant
business and he only said things once.

I saw him with a student one time that
had tried to give him a little sass. He grabbed the boy’s lips in
his thumb and forefinger and pinched down on them as hard as he
could. As he was holding them, he looked down into the boy’s eyes
and said. “Do it hurt? If I ever hear you say anything like that
again, I will pinch your lips off.” Strange punishment wasn’t it?
But, he was from a different world.

I think that this might be the perfect
place to inform the reader that no school system can operate
without the people who teach in it being what the system calls team
players. Everything that someone does depends on somebody else
there helping to make it work. If you are testing, you’ve got to
have someone to help you give it. If you’ve got a discipline
problem, you gotta’ have someone referee for you. If you want to
talk to a parent, you had better have someone with you. If you want
to do some classroom guidance, that teacher better like you or you
are out of luck. If counselors think that they can walk into a
school and be an island unto themselves, they have another thought
coming. Because, believe me, you need that teacher more than she
needs you until you establish yourself as a helper. You had better
do everything that you can to make them feel good about themselves
if you plan to have a good guidance program.


CHAPTER 3


​The Children

Now back to
my students. One of my worst memories involved a wonderful,
beautiful, Indian girl. She came to me in my office with the glass
window and told me all about herself. She told me how she was in
love and how she would kill herself before anyone would make her
stop seeing her boyfriend. I immediately thought he must be either
black or white and she was crossing the boundary lines. During this
time in my life, I had not learned to ask the right questions. That
came many years and many students later. Anyway, after talking to
me for about an hour, she blurted out that she was pregnant and
that her father would kill her if he found out. Remember, at this
time, I was counseling out of my back pocket so it seemed very
logical to me to give her all of her options, abortion being one of
them. We talked on for another thirty minutes and she said that she
would be back tomorrow. I encouraged her to tell her parents and
pointed out that they would soon know anyway. She was about three
months pregnant at this time.

The next morning I was filling out
some never-ending paper work when I heard a commotion in the outer
guidance office. I looked up to see a middle aged Indian man
putting his fist through the glass window in my office and pushing
through my door. He had the biggest knife in his hand that I had
ever seen and he was coming straight at me! Remember, I told you
about that BIG Indian counselor that worked with me, he saved my
life that day and I ended up with only a minor cut on my
arm.

When we finally got the man calmed
down after he had been de-knifed, it turned out that he was mad at
me because his daughter had told him that I said she should have an
abortion. Now you know and I know that I never said that but the
student thought that it was in her best interest if she told her
father that and he came after me. I learned another valuable lesson
that day too. When you are a listener, and in the helping
profession, being quiet to some people means consent. Don’t ever
forget that. Learn how to use it early and learn the right ‘uh
huh’s’ to say when and where. Learn the right head shaking too.
It’s very important. I am not sure that we ever convinced him that
I had not said it but he had vented his anger and after he finished
crying over the virtues of his daughter, the three of us had a good
counseling session and I learned, probably for the first time in my
life, how red men and fathers feel about daughters. Underneath, we
are not all that different. It’s a shame that some people never
have the opportunity to find this out. What a privileged life I
have led!

We were having some group counseling
sessions at the beginning of the school year to try to help the
students adjust to each other. I had a really good group, with all
colors present and I was following some printouts that were
developed by some university somewhere. One of the questions was,
‘If a black, a white, and an Indian were drowning and you were on
the shore and could only save one person, which one would you
save’? Pretty heavy question, isn’t it? I can promise you that I
was totally unprepared for the answers that I received from that
group. The question was given to them one day and they were to
think about it that night and read the answer that they had written
the next day in class.

My education continued when the next
morning the question was revisited and one of the Indian boys said
without hesitation, “The white person of course”. I found out much
later that counselors are trained to register no surprise at
anything a student tells you. If you show surprise on your face
they know immediately that you disapprove or that what they have
said is so out of the ordinary that you can’t believe it. Strange,
isn’t it? Your body language is very important because students
read that at once, all of them, but I digress. The Indian boy said,
“You don’t believe me, do you?”

When he said this, there were five
students in the group, every student who was not white immediately
said, “He’s right, that’s what we put down too.” I figured that all
of them would have put down the one of their own race. It turned
out that they did not think they were worth saving when you
compared them to a white person. Does this blow your mind? We walk
around thinking that everyone thinks like us, but believe me very
few people do. How do you think your life would be if you felt you
were inferior to half the people that you came in contact with?
Belligerent, angry, incensed, I can think of a whole string of
adjectives, all of them bad, that would fill my mind.

What did the two white people say in
the group? “The white person, of course.”

My newfound ‘old’ friend from today
wants to argue about this. He says that it can’t be true and I am
making it up. I told him just like I told you earlier, that’s the
way it happened. I am trying to keep this honest and I have to say
just what happened. I don’t care what people say or how much they
believe it, but that’s the way it was then. Perhaps it would be
different today and everybody feels that they are equal to
everybody else but I doubt it.

We spent two weeks, an hour a day,
talking about that one question. There was no way that I could
erase the inbred feeling the students had, but perhaps I helped to
raise their self-worth a little. This attitude came up all the time
during my counseling career.

Black students who had the opportunity
to attend things out of the rural or small town school setting like
Governor’s School in the summer or Leadership Camps or campus trips
to Universities would come back saying, we were so surprised to
find out that what we thought and had to say was important to
someone else. They learned that their ideas were worthwhile. Does
that have something so say about what white teachers were teaching
black kids in those days? Perhaps even today in some classrooms?
Alternatively, is it learned in the home and can’t be erased; only
hidden at times. Do they lapse back into it at the least
provocation? I can’t answer that question for sure. I only know
that I have never seen it completely disappear.

I was blessed with the gene to catch
on pretty quick to what was going on around me. Some people would
call it intuition but I knew when a fight was going to erupt even
before the students did and believe me they knew everything. Their
grapevine was something else. I think people don’t ask them things
because they don’t really want to know. If they trust you, they
will tell you everything. I don’t mean trust you not to tell, I
mean trust you to do right by them. This is a mistake that many
counselors make; sometimes they want you to tell. You just have to
know the difference.

Raz’s voice came over the intercom in
the guidance office. “To my office, both of you!” We knew who he
meant.

“We got weapons on campus
according to one of the bus drivers,” he said as soon as we walked
in. Those words were enough to chill anybody’s blood who works in
the public school system. I had felt for a couple of days that
something was going down but I was not sure what. By lunch, we knew
that it was coming out of the black community. Something or other
from the weekend carried over to school. By two o’clock, a black
girl had been knifed in a classroom, dead at the scene. Another
black girl on the run. You have heard of the Hatfields and the
McCoys. Well, we knew that everybody who ever knew or was related
to either girl would have to get in on the act. Raz went on the
intercom and told them to be sure that they killed each other off
the school ground. He would not tolerate fights in school and he
would suspend anyone forever who started one. He said he did not
care who killed whom off the school ground. Looking back, I am not
sure what it was that kept the lid on, but keep it on he did. That
night, houses were burned, people killed, but not in school. It was
almost as if it was hallowed ground. Perhaps somewhere underneath,
they all knew that education was their only hope. Perhaps
not!

The Indian boy who walked into my
office looked disheveled and hollow-eyed and had given the
secretary a hard time when she asked him what he wanted to see me
about. Her smart-assed remark made him even more hostile. “You’ll
never get a note from me to get back in class unless you follow the
rules,” she spat at him.

Every public school student and
everybody who has ever been a public school student knows about
that coveted note that excuses you from the wrath of the teacher.
It behooves every counselor who ever works in the public school
system to know the difference in a student who is just trying to
get out of class and one who really needs to talk to you. You may
think that you walk on water and the whole world of students is
waiting to see just you, but it probably is that you are a soft
touch and they know that they can con you. It was years after I
retired from counseling that I was told by one of my students that
the only reason that he came down so much was to look at my legs.
Furthermore, his class was boring.

I have a very distinctive handwriting,
left handed and all that, and in thirty years of counseling I never
found but one student who could copy it. All of the teachers could
spot a forgery right away and many a student went to after-school
suspension for attempting to fool the teacher with a
copy.

Anyway, I had told that secretary a
dozen times that we were in the business of helping students, not
hassling them. It was to no avail, and there she went again. I knew
that I was going to have to talk with the other counselors about
her before it was all over. No guidance department needs anyone in
it playing the smart-ass!

The boy sat down across from me at my
table. I never sat at a desk during the whole thirty years that I
worked with young people. There is something about a desk that
reminds students of authority and they are less inclined to talk to
you, and you sure can’t help them unless they tell you what is
wrong.

“I can’t sleep anymore. I
haven’t slept since the Fed people moved us into our new house”, he
blurted out. “That air conditioning, heat, and those hard floors.
It’s not like our old hut with dirt floors and no heat. I have
always slept on the floor and these floors are just too hard. I
just can’t get used to it. What am I going to do? I want to go
home. I keep a cold and my eyes run water all the time. We are all
unhappy. They bulldozed our old house down. Momma told me to come
and talk with you. Maybe that white lady could do something”, he
said.
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