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Denise Delacourt rested her forehead against the cold metal door and twisted the deadbolt, locking out the students who had ruined her day, ruined her teaching career, ruined her dreams. Jamie Jack Jordan had been the last one sauntering out to the hall without a backward glance. Of course he didn’t care that they’d reduced her to tears on the very first day of school. None of them cared. They weren’t normal. They weren’t children. They weren’t human.

Denise sniffed and reached in the pocket of her denim jacket to pull out a tissue. She hadn’t let the tears fall, the ones that had been stinging behind her eyes since third period that morning. She’d remained stoic. But she figured they knew. They knew they scared her to death.

She slumped against the door, then rolled around so that her shoulders pressed hard against the unyielding surface. Surveying the shambles of her English classroom, she felt the last vestige of pride in her first assignment vanish.

Spit wads! They’d thrown spit wads. She didn’t know kids still did that. She didn’t know spit wads were so nasty. She hadn’t known they stung when they hit bare skin. She hadn’t known they stuck to material like her skirt and jacket. Tears coursed down her cheeks.

Even with the air conditioning on, the muggy room smelled of old disinfectant and mildew. Denise suddenly longed for a clean Nebraska breeze to freshen the atmosphere and maybe lift her up, whipping her out of Houston, taking her back home. Kind of like Dorothy of Oz in reverse. The munchkins Denise had discovered in this land far away from home had piranha teeth, and they’d been nibbling on her all day. 

A sharp knock on the door interrupted her pity party. Quickly wiping away the tears, Denise peered through the narrow slice of glass that served as a window to the hall. Beyond the tiny wires criss-crossing the glass, Ed Meecham’s smiling face appeared. “Let me in.” 

She barely heard his muffled voice through the security door, but she nodded and unlocked it, glad to see an adult.

“So, Snow White,” he said as he stepped into her room, “did the dwarves devour you on the first day in the big city school?”

He looked at her face and then around the room.

“Phew-ee! I guess that’s not a joking matter,” he amended. 

Spit wads clung to the ceiling, the posters on the wall, and the barred windows. A bookcase stood precariously tipped at the back of the room and volumes spewed out of its shelves. The bulletin board on English poets sported tattered edges and graffiti.

“You got to hand it to ’em.” Ed grinned sardonically and shook his head in mock admiration. “They work fast.”

“I couldn’t catch them,” whined Denise. She heard the whimper in her voice and cleared her throat. She must at least act like an adult even if she wanted to run home to Mama. “Most of this happened in the first three periods. I quit turning my back to write on the board about then.”

Ed’s smile took on a genuine reflection of humor. “Hey, this isn’t a lost cause. Look how much you’ve learned in a day. Number one rule: Don’t turn your back on the enemy.”

“I don’t want to think of them as the enemy.” Denise moved over to her desk and collapsed into the hard metal chair. Ed made himself comfortable in a front row, battered desk. 

“I think I lost all my idealism in the first hour,” moaned Denise. “I thought I was going to be a light for these kids, make a difference, lead them to the better things, show them the Christ who lives within me, demonstrate the love God has for them.”

The look of utter astonishment on Ed’s face tickled Denise’s sense of humor in spite of her disillusionment. Laughter bubbled within her, breaking through her despair.

“Wow!” he said. “And all I aim for is to teach them a little math.”

Denise laughed. It felt good to release the tension. “You don’t teach them ‘a little math,’” she protested. “You teach them algebra. I’d rather tame tigers for a circus act than tackle one A plus B equals C minus D.”

Ed shook his head, laughing with her. “The titles on the course list says algebra one and two, but I teach survival math. That’s all they can handle.”

“Survival math?”

“Cash Register 101, Checkbook 101, Sentencing 101.”

“Sentencing?”

“Sure. If you get eighteen months for this misdemeanor and eight months for another, six months for that misdemeanor, minus five months probation, how old will you be when you’re clear?”

“Ed, that’s awful.” Denise sighed, no longer finding any humor in the situation.

“I can’t teach them algebra, geometry, and the other high school classes they’re slated for. Most of them can’t recite a multiplication table. Some of them can’t add and subtract two digit numerals. Most of the students you had today can’t read at a fourth-grade level. Why should they be interested in Shelley and Keats when they can’t read the newspaper?”

“You think I’m pretty naïve, don’t you?” Denise asked.

“Fresh from the cornfields,” agreed Ed. “But hey, country girl, you may be just what this system needs. Look at you, you don’t fit the mold around here. You dress like it still matters what your image is.”

Denise involuntarily looked down at her denim suit, long flared skirt, pale yellow blouse, country-tailored jacket, soft leather ankle boots.

“I didn’t choose this for an image, Ed. It was on sale.”

“But you wouldn’t have bought it if it were a sleazy, purple, shimmery, foo-foo dress.”

Denise couldn’t help laughing. “Foo-foo dress, Ed? What’s a foo-foo dress?”

“Hey, give me a break. I’m a guy. Foo-foo, you know, something fluffy and slinky, and you wouldn’t be caught dead in it.”

“Thanks, I think,” said Denise, still laughing.

“The point is: your hairdo, even though I know that fancy braid thing is stylish, is conservative too. And your face isn’t caricatured by tons of makeup.”

“How is all this going to help me teach these juvenile delinquents?” asked Denise soberly.

Ed scratched his head. “Once you get your feet on the ground, I think you’ll enjoy these kids. They’ll like you too. I’ve taught in several schools in Houston. And I didn’t choose Milton High for the combat pay. When I taught in the ritzy neighborhoods, the kids didn’t appreciate anything I gave them, whether it was extra help or just attention. They figured they had it all. Here, the kids may be gruff and hard to read, but they like a teacher who likes them. Give yourself time, Denise.”

“You’re good for me, Ed. Thanks.”

“Good for you?” asked Ed, with a gleam in his eye. “Then how about dinner Friday night to celebrate your making it through your first week?”

“If I make it.”

“You’ll make it. I’ll take you to someplace soothing, atmosphere exotic, quiet music.”

“Are you married?” asked Denise, pointblank.

“Divorced. No children,” answered Ed. “Who said you were naïve?”

She ignored the question and asked her own. “And what do you think about God?”

“I heard He’s a nice guy, but we’ve never socialized.”

With regret, Denise shook her head. “No, Ed. Thanks for the invitation, but I take my relationship with God seriously. Going out with someone who doesn’t share that faith would complicate both our lives unnecessarily.”

“You could convert me,” Ed offered with a winsome smile.

Denise grinned at his foolishness, but in her heart it saddened her that to him it was just that—foolishness.

“No, Ed, dating a guy with the intention of leading him to salvation is backward. And who in this life ever got anywhere running the race backward?”

He shrugged and, with an exaggerated sigh, gave up his quest. “You realize you’re forcing me to go look for a sleazy woman in a purple foo-foo dress.”

“Well, you can tell me all about it, at least the parts that are repeatable, on Monday.”


Dear Mom and Dad,

My first day at school was a disaster! My attitude had sunk to below sea level, and I was ready to retire. I have eight English classes. The largest one has six students and the smallest, two girls. One girl is Carlotta Mendez. Pray for her specifically, Mom. She says she’s been a prostitute since she was thirteen. She calls herself Lot. It has such a hard sound to it. I call her Carlotta, and she rolls her big beautiful brown eyes at me, and I want to cry.

I knew when I signed the contract to work at a juvenile delinquent alternative school that it wouldn’t be like anything I’d ever seen before. At the end of the day I locked my door and bawled. Dad, I am so naïve. How can I help these kids? They know more about a hard life than I can even guess. But I’m not giving up. I’ll learn.

Ed Meecham, the math teacher, came by and cheered me up. No, he’s not a Christian, and I won’t let myself become interested, even though he’s cute, funny, 

and intelligent. Not necessarily in that order. Bet that gives you something else to pray about for your baby girl.

I heard of a place where the kids hang out. It’s some kind of club called the Arrow. I think I’ll investigate that. Ed says he doesn’t think it’s gang related because the probation officers haven’t put it off-limits.

Hey! It could be a lot worse. Ed says so. We only had one lockdown this week. Ed says that’s some kind of record for the first week of school.

Stay on your knees, Mom, Dad.



Your youngest, prettiest, 

most adventuresome daughter,

Denise
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