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Allegory of the Cave excerpt from The Project Gutenberg ebook version of The Republic as translated by Benjamin Jowett and published on www.gutenberg.org


And now, I said, let me show in a figure how far our nature is enlightened or unenlightened:—Behold! human beings living in a underground den, which has a mouth open towards the light and reaching all along the den; here they have been from their childhood, and have their legs and necks chained so that they cannot move, and can only see before them, being prevented by the chains from turning round their heads.   


- Plato, 380 BC
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION


[image: ]




This is a book about education. Certainly not my first. Certainly not my last. Anyone who knows me well enough knows why I have an obsession and passion for schooling and learning, and why I’m torn between love and hate for a system that provides both opportunity and doom.  

My novel The Punk and the Professor is a fictional account of a young man named Jack Tortis who tries to escape a dysfunctional environment. The story brings up critical questions of family, school, and community. 89 Days continues that examination. Don’t fret if you haven’t read the novel. This book makes a nice introduction to the novel and contains excerpts to give you an idea what this kid was going through. If you have read the novel, this new book is an exploration into the nonfiction autobiographical aspects that inspired the novel. Also included are some entertaining new bonus outtakes cut from the novel.  

The opening title piece is an essay that serves as a foundation of what went into the novel from my own background as a one time high school dropout for 89 days, before I returned to finish school and eventually go on to earn a doctorate in education. This is my opportunity to put the real story out there, the bare bones of my experience that went right into my character Jack Tortis. This essay is also a place for us to ponder about how we save kids. Do we save kids? Do they save themselves? Is it a collaboration? 

“Raindrops” is the opening fiction excerpt. The piece is a very brief but delicate anecdote of a chapter, and it only serves as Jack’s internal reflections of life and death in his community, but it has huge significance in the scheme of a world where some kids fight for survival. There really was a girl in my school who passed away from a similar medical condition and it’s just as sad today knowing how young she really was. She was loved and left a positive mark on every life she touched. It’s that wonderful memory of her that should be celebrated.  

“Music Class” is a reworking of a long lost manuscript of a fictionalized autobiographical story. The core of this is one of the oldest pieces related to Jack’s story, but because it detracts from the plot, and the original was lost, it never made it into the novel. I rewrote this piece especially for this book because I felt there was a story to tell about this music room and the two men who taught the class both years, and how cruel kids can be to sensitive teachers. I have such a great love for music, and I could tell these men did too, but their love for the art was like an albatross around their necks in my school. Their endings in my school were gloomy, so I wanted to keep that realism, but I also want it out there as a kind of tribute to their work and passion. I hope these two men didn’t die of broken hearts.  

“Beginnings” is an excerpt all about the beginning of the end of a young and wild relationship. Our hearts are so courageous yet fragile when we’re young. The dysfunctional relationships of the characters are made worse with alcohol. By the end of this chapter, you see what could be the beginning of either an alcoholic or a kid that learns his lesson young enough to know his limits. 

The chapter “Sweet Hollow Ride” continues where “Beginnings” leaves off and brings in other drugs. Driving while impaired is an important issue that gains focus in this excerpt. I knew many kids who drove high on drugs and acted like it was no big deal. Now once in a while I’ll catch a news article about a teen auto tragedy involving drugs in my old home county, and it’s a terrible reminder. The characters in my story are tainted by their experience, as anyone would be. Long Islanders will recognize the legendary roads in this piece, as well as many other references in the novel.

“Popular Kids” was one of my favorite chapters, and early readers loved this piece too, but ultimately I felt it digressed too far off of the main plotline. This story captures how cruel kids can be to one another, but also brings the gun issue to the forefront. The setting is the mid ‘90s before Columbine, but illegal guns in the hands of kids isn’t new. The story is based on a real life incident where a weasel pulled a gun pulled on me; I would have crushed him if he hadn’t had his metal toy. In retrospect, I’m amazed there weren’t any serious incidents in my school. This outtake also shows how so many popular kids in my story (and often real life) end up in places not so popular.

“Old Friend” is a compilation of several dream sequences from the novel. The one scene through the graveyard began as a short story about twenty years ago and is one of the earliest origins of my novel. The story then became a poem. The poem then splintered into several different poems. One poem titled “Circumstance” was published in a magazine and my first book State of Love and Trust. Two other poems evolved into “Wreath” and “Pull me under” both published in my second poetry collection Punk Poetry. “Circumstance” was revised and retitled “Chemical Wedding” and also included in the latter collection. Death and drug abuse are the obvious themes that affect the subject, but the larger conscious focus is on how the narrator experiences a haunting memory, fear, and regret for his friend.

“89 Days” is an excerpt of Jack’s 89 days as a high school dropout as he wanders through the world of labor. Reality is no fun. While this all strikes much later in the novel, this piece is probably where I’d start if I ever wrote a screenplay version of the story. 

“Faith and Prayers” is an outtake that went too far off the plotline into the protagonist’s family backstory. There’s an important experience for Jack in this story, and it really shows the origins of how a family can suddenly be affected by one decision. This chapter also contrasts his lack of religious faith, for better or worse, with his inner self faith.

“Back to Hell” is an essay that reflects on my return to the high school classroom after many years and the horrors that can happen there. After teaching college for many years, I was so excited to return to teaching kids, only to find out I had walked right into the depths of hell. It was a devastating realization that evaporated the illusions of schooling right out of my head and reminded me of the world I had come from.  

Spliced throughout the different parts of the novel are pieces of one of Plato’s ancient tales. Here for the first time in one place is my retelling of the “Allegory of the Cave” as shared in my final lecture to thousands of students for nearly twenty years now. 

One character not mentioned here in 89 Days (and a reader favorite) is Jack’s brother JP. This omission is intentional because he seems to have his own story to tell someday soon. 

The great thing about the end of The Punk and the Professor is you don’t know how any of the other kids end up. It’s left entirely to your imagination. Who succeeds? Who lives, who dies? Originally there was a little something in the final chapter that alluded to where and how they all are, but then I realized there are more stories to tell. Why spoil it? Even though we know where Jack ends up, we also don’t know how he gets there, so that’s where the sequel comes in. How does he get out? Where does he go next? Who stays in his life? Who comes back to haunt him? The final piece in this collection is a preview of the sequel in progress. There are some great surprises.
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1.  89 DAYS, an essay
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Today, I am a doctor of education with three masters’ degrees to my credit. I write, publish, and give readings of my work. I teach at a university and run a youth writing program. I live a decently comfortable life, and I am grateful everyday to have my health and family. Although public service salaries in many places could always be improved, I am comfortably successful. But if you knew me several decades ago you would have pegged me as a complete loser, a hopeless wreck of a person, maybe even a jerk at times. 

Twenty-five years ago, I dropped out of high school in my senior year. I was a rebellious punk with no direction or stability. Like the character Jack Tortis in my 2017 novel The Punk and the Professor, I too found myself homeless and faced with life-altering decisions: fight my way through school, fall into a labor job, or wander off into the drugs and crime of New York street life. 

I was no easy teenager, but I mainly wanted to be left alone. I didn’t antagonize others, although I’m sure some remember me being a jerk. After some time partying with the wild ones in town, I pulled away as they went off into hard drugs and crime. I found happiness and a quiet life with my girlfriend. I had a job, and I had a plan to do better in school, and then it all fell out from under me and I found myself without a home. 

A good old friend had heard about my ousting and welcomed me to stay with him. He didn’t have an extra bed, but he had blankets and a closet for my belongings. I took him up on the offer. 

As the days passed, if I got out of my night shift too late, I’d get locked out of his house after the last sister came home and set the alarm. If I peeked in and saw the little red light on, that was it, turn around and get back in the car. I was lucky enough to have my own car. I had worked since I was eleven and had bought most of my clothes, food, and saved up enough for the car. On these locked out nights, I resorted to sleeping in my car. The New York winter was right around the corner though.

When school started, the late night shifts, and the lock outs had become too much to handle, and I signed myself out of school. In the days that followed, I worked a few random jobs before taking a fulltime labor job in Brooklyn and Queens. For several weeks, I cleaned carpets all day long. It was honest work. It could have been a lot worse. But it wasn’t what I dreamt of.  

For the most part, the job was quiet and gave me time to think. I was a classic introvert forced into being an extrovert for popularity and survival, but now I had been removed from that school environment. I could actually think straight again.

The long rides home in traffic from Brooklyn to Babylon were depressing, but it’s where I had the epiphany that I needed to somehow find my way back into school, the place I had hated so much, the place that seemed to hate me so much. Now school seemed like a safe place compared to the world out there. But how would I do it?

Like my character Jack, I too was rejected when I tried to get back into school. Two principals denied me before a third finally gave me a second chance. If I had given up after the defeat of the first two rejections, I definitely wouldn’t be where I am now; I might not even be here at all. Other kids I grew up with gave up along the way. Some went to jail. Some overdosed. Some are dead. Some just ended up in dire situations.  

After eighty-nine days as a high school dropout, I returned to an alternative school in a separate building a few blocks away from the high school. The principal had made me deal:

“Show up to school everyday, go to night school four nights a week to make up credits, study hard and do all your work for the rest of the year, and you’ll graduate on time.”

I graduated in late June with all A’s and a “most improved student” award.  

That third principal, a man named James Connolly, essentially saved my life by giving me a second chance. He was reasonable and kind. I was grateful, and I thanked him at graduation, but I never really got to thank him completely. He died some years later as I discovered from a Google search. I don’t even know if he ever knew how far away I had actually gone from that place, from that person, the punk I had been.  

It’s important to note that while a lot of my experiences are parallel to my character Jack’s misfortunes, I am not him and he is not me. We are in each other, as are all characters and writers, but that’s that. We were both punks.

The battle wasn’t over after graduation. I realized I would have to take it to the next step if I wanted to make it in this world. So I signed up for college classes at Suffolk Community College. After a few successful semesters at their Brentwood and Selden campuses, I was accepted to a state university on the other side of the country. It was the other side of the world as far as I was concerned. I packed up my car and drove cross-country to where I’d begin the college experience, far from home, far from everything I had ever known. And the rest is history, or another book.
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