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For Junko,

again





“

In the first place,

God made idiots.

That was for practice.

Then he made

school boards.

”

—Mark Twain
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HENRY HITS THE WALL
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CHAPTER 1

16 AUGUST

Henry Haddock was incensed—and he said so.

Amy, the elder of Henry’s two sisters, sniffed the air histrionically and said, “I can’t smell a thing.”

Penelope, younger than Amy but nonetheless senior to Henry by three full grades in school, was more direct. She replied, “What do you mean, incensed?”

“I see no smoke,” said Amy. “I smell nothing burning.”

Henry Haddock made a growly sound deep in his throat and began: “I didn’t mean—”

Penelope broke in. “What did you mean?”

“I meant that I was burned up, ticked off. Mad!”

“Insane then,” offered Amy. “Not incensed.”

“I’m not insane,” snapped Henry Haddock, increasingly incensed. “I’m ticked off.”

“Well, if you’re ticked off,” said Penelope, “why didn’t you just say you’re ticked—”

“Henry.” Henry’s mother had listened long enough to her daughters teasing her son. She said, “What’s bothering you?”

“What’s bothering me,” said Henry, “is somethin’ that should bother Amy and Penny, too.”

“I’m Penelope,” replied his sister, who refused to be nicknamed, especially in honor of an insignificant unit of currency.

Henry, pausing to curl a lip at Penelope, said to his mother. “They took away Ms. Webster, who was gonna be my art teacher.”

“Who took her away?” demanded Penelope.

But Henry’s mother, Helen Haddock—who understood—nodded sadly.

“I know,” said Helen Haddock, in a tone of genuine sympathy. Henry’s mother was a teacher. Alice Webster had been one of her colleagues in the public schools of the town of Blackhawk.

For the first time in that morning’s breakfast conversation at the Haddock household, Penelope betrayed genuine concern. “Took her away? Who took her away?” she repeated. “I love Ms. Webster.”

“The stupid School Board took her away,” said Henry. “Dumped her. Cast her adrift!”

Helen Haddock chose not to correct her son’s harsh characterization of the School Board. She simply moved a morsel of egg from her plate to her mouth.

Henry glared across the breakfast bar at Penelope. “Haven’t you looked at your class schedule, baconface?”

“Henry,” said his mother warningly.

“No, I haven’t! Why should I?” replied Penelope. “School doesn’t start for two weeks. I don’t wanna think about school ’til then.”

“Yeah, well, you better check it out before then, Penny.”

“Penelope!”

“’Cause you’re not gonna have clarinet lessons with Mr. Hurst.”

“Yes, I am! I’m his favorite.”

“Well, he’s gone, clarinetface!”

“Who’s gone?” Penelope looked stricken.

“Mr. Hurst. They fired him, too,” said Henry. He was both triumphant in his knowledge and incensed at its unfairness. “They nuked the whole music department, lock, stock and tuba—except for the stupid marching band.”

“Wha-at?” wailed Penelope.

“Wait a minute,” said Amy.

“I’m afraid it’s true, girls,” said Helen Haddock with a sigh. She began to explain to her daughters about the school budget. She said the School Board had begun to operate—just this year—under a very strict spending formula that had been mandated statewide by popular vote.

“There was a referendum,” said Helen Haddock.

“What’s a referendum?” asked Penelope.

“Aw jeez,” said Henry, “you don’t even know what a referendum is?”

“Well,” said Penelope, “it sounds like a bird with a deep voice.”

“Well, it’s not, parrotface,” snapped Henry. “It’s a vote, on a law. A referendum, for your information, pelicanface, is a direct vote, by the people, on some issue or another. The senate and the state assembly can’t stop a referendum, even if it’s a rotten, dumb idea dreamed up by a lot of people who hate art and music, and French!”

“French?” bleated Amy, wrinkling her brow.

“Yeah,” said Henry. He pointed his fork at his sister. “No French for you.”

“No!”

“I’m afraid that’s true, Amy,” said Helen Haddock. “The Board reduced foreign languages at the high school to just Spanish and German.”

“You mean?”

“Yes,” said Amy’s mother. “Madame Celestine was let go, too. And Jeanne Brady, who also taught French. And Mr. Vricella, the Italian teacher.”

“And that ain’t all!” Henry interrupted.

“True,” said Helen Haddock. “Instead of two teachers in Spanish and German, there will only be one each.”

“Oh no. What about Herr Haushalter?” asked Penelope meekly. “He’s so cute!”

“Gone! Cute no more,” snarled Henry. “Kaput!”

“Oh my God! No French!” wailed Amy, reaching for her phone. “I’ve gotta tell Tiff about this!”

“Amy.” There was a note of warning in Helen Haddock’s voice. Phones were strictly forbidden at mealtime.

Amy threw up her hands, “But, mom!” she cried. “This is a crisis!”

“Hm,” said Henry. “Amy, dear sister, you look … incensed.”

“Oh. Shut. Up!” said his sister, bolting her breakfast and fleeing the table.

For a moment, Helen Haddock sat silently regarding Henry and Penelope, still seated at the breakfast bar.

Penelope, almost fourteen and a freshman at Blackhawk High, was in the gangly stage of adolescence, consisting mostly of bones and angles, but with long auburn hair shiny with natural highlights that her big sister secretly envied. There were signs around Penelope’s eyes and lips that suggested she would grow up to be almost as pretty as her mother.

Henry, who would be entering sixth grade at the Blackhawk Middle School, was eleven, average in height for his age, with a wiry build, quick feet, subpar vision (and glasses that rarely went more than three weeks without a cracked lens or a mangled frame), freckles across his nose, a conspicuous gap between his two front teeth and brown hair kept right around hedgehog length because, when it grew out, Henry’s head became—according to his father, Ralph Haddock—“the world capital of cowlicks.”

Henry earned pretty good grades in school. He didn’t do quite as well as his two sisters because he had an independent streak that clashed occasionally with authority. His all-time worst antagonist had been his fourth-grade teacher, Mrs. Reed. She had once summoned Henry’s parents to school to discuss his difficulties with “self-restraint.” Henry was, Mrs. Reed inferred, “insufficiently socialized.”

During that meeting, Mrs. Reed had done almost all the talking. Afterward, Henry and his parents were silent for a while. Henry wondered how much trouble he was in. His father, as he drove the family car out of the school parking lot, said, “Hoo boy. Gene Debs, Clarence Darrow, Henry Wallace, Bernie Sanders and now, Grace Reed!”

Ralph Haddock had a habit of dropping obscure historical references. He had grown up hoping to become a famous popular historian like Simon Winchester or Daniel Boorstin. But in college, his aptitude for chemistry proved so exceptional that he changed his career path and ended up a chemical engineer. Still, history was his intellectual passion. Henry was his protégé.

“Ralph, what on earth are you talking about?” asked Helen Haddock.

“Socialism,” said Henry.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Helen Haddock.

“Well, you heard what Mrs. Reed said, Helen. The woman’s a socialist all the way down to her red underwear. She wants Henry to be socialized, like health care in Canada and oil in Venezuela!” said Henry’s dad. “And more power to her. If the big political parties in America can’t manage things any better than they’ve been doing lately, maybe the Socialists—”

“Oh, Ralph, enough!” said his wife. “That’s not what the woman meant by ‘socialized’.”

But Henry’s father was laughing so hard that Henry started laughing, and pretty soon, his mom, too. And they all decided to take a detour to the Dairy Barn in downtown Blackhawk for a little “ice cream socialism.”

Three weeks after that parent-teacher conference, Henry turned in a theme about “famous American socialists,” for which Mrs. Reed gave him an “A.” By turning in his theme, Henry was making a roundabout play on words about “socialization” and “socialism.” Luckily, Mrs. Reed, who lacked a sense of humor, never got the joke. If she had, Henry might have ended up on the hot seat for another conference.

Henry’s dad was kidding around that day about socialism, but that conversation piqued Henry Haddock’s curiosity and marked the beginning of his interest in politics. Henry didn’t think he was personally a socialist (or any kind of an “-ist”), but he loved reading about grand old American rabblerousers like Eugene V. Debs and Mother Jones. Next thing he knew, Henry had started reading, cover-to-cover, both a daily newspaper and the local weekly, the Blackhawk Weekly Argument. Every day after school, he also logged online to other, bigger newspapers.

It was a story in the Argument that alerted Henry to the school budget bombshell. According to Argument editor Darren Flack, a recently passed statewide law had forced Blackhawk to reduce its property taxes, which provided most of the money to pay for public schools. The five elected members of the School Board had to make a cruel choice. They could either find new sources of income for the schools—which would be unpopular with voters if a tax hike was involved—or they could make drastic cuts in the budget.

As Darren Flack explained in his budget story, the second choice would also be unpopular. Politically, however, budget cutting was the lesser of two evils. To raise money meant raising taxes. Or, the School Board could try to pass a “bond issue,” which would require townspeople to vote on raising a large sum of money by borrowing it from investors and repaying it later (with another tax).

Flack wrote that the best thing, politically, about cutting expenses was that the Board could do it in the middle of the summer—at “budget time”—when no one in town was paying attention to the school system’s affairs.

But Henry Haddock was paying attention. He read the whole article in the Argument. Then he read it again, and he was incensed—not just because of the big spending reductions, but because the School Board had been so sneaky. Behind everyone’s back, the Board had dumped dozens of teachers and wiped out whole subjects, including art and music.

Henry was just beginning to reveal the horrific details of this catastrophe to Penelope when a cocoa-colored tornado roared into the Haddock kitchen, followed by a large dog.

“What the HELL do they think they’re doing?” shouted Fantasia Fulton, who was clutching a crumpled copy of her sixth-grade class schedule. “Where the HELL is my gym class?”

Helen Haddock would have disciplined her own children immediately had they spoken so profanely in her presence. But she had a soft spot in her heart for Fantasia.

“Fantasia, my goodness!” said Helen Haddock. “Such language.”

“Aw, to HELL with language!” cried Fantasia. Do you know what those pigface dog-doodies did?”

Helen Haddock simply gazed in amazement. Henry reached down to pet the dog, who belonged to the Fulton family. His name was Sarge. He was a gangly, tongue-floppy, caramel-colored Labrador with a wry smile and an easygoing disposition. Sarge looked up at Henry, hoping for food. Henry shared a crust of toast.

Fantasia continued to rage.

“They fired Ms. Hayes, DAMN it!” Fantasia replied. “That’s what they did, those dogface pig—”

“Fantasia! I know,” said Helen Haddock. Sadly but firmly.

“I was just sayin’,” added Henry.

“Ms. Hayes?” said Penelope. “Ms. Hayes is gone?”

“Gone, DAMMIT!” raged Fantasia.

“So, no gym class?” said Penelope. “Good.”

Penelope Haddock hated gym. Fantasia Fulton, on the other hand, loved it, and all the games kids got to play in gym class. She was a charter member of the Blackhawk Independent Baseball Organization (BIBO), which Henry had founded that very summer.

Fantasia’s explosive arrival in the Haddock kitchen was hardly unusual. She and Henry had been best friends since meeting—at age two—in Fantasia’s playpen. Henry, at the time, required the occasional babysitter. Fantasia’s mother, Delia Fulton, one day offered to watch Henry so that Helen Haddock could run a series of Saturday morning errands. Delia Fulton sat Henry next to Fantasia in her playpen.

“Now, you two,” she said, turning away, “play nice.”

But Fantasia saw Henry’s arrival as an invasion of her turf. She wrapped her hand around a Weeble policeman and gave Henry his first black eye.

They had been inseparable ever since.

“I LOVE gym, DAMN it ALL!” cried Fantasia, who had a tendency to speak in capital letters.

“Hi, Fancy,” said Henry, using the nickname he had invented at age two when he found himself unable to pronounce “Fantasia.”

“Yo, Hank,” said Fantasia, hauling herself up onto a stool beside Helen Haddock and shoving two slices of bread into the Haddock toaster. She turned grimly to gaze upward at Henry’s mother.

“Mrs. H,” she said. “We gotta do somethin’ about this. They’re KILLin’ us here.”

Helen Haddock smiled at Fantasia’s earnestness, but quickly grew serious again.

“Oh, Fantasia, I wish we could. But I don’t know how …”

Helen Haddock’s voice trailed off. She was clearly upset at the School Board’s budget cuts. She knew the harm they would cause for all the children in Blackhawk. She felt both relieved and guilty that she still had her own job, teaching second grade at Blackhawk Elementary. Mrs. Haddock was reluctant to make any trouble that might put her position at risk. Several School Board members, after all, had a reputation for vindictiveness. They especially did not like outspoken teachers.

“Organize!” said Henry, articulating the lessons he had learned from studying the careers of Sam Gompers and John L. Lewis. “Collective action, public protest. We gotta do stuff like that.”

“Well,” said Helen Haddock, “collective action can be effective, Henry. But so far, you haven’t collected anybody. Have you?”

Henry Haddock got the message. Being “incensed” all by yourself was pretty lonely. Plus, it was useless. He needed to either find other incensed people or he had to start incensing the un-incensed. He certainly needed more troops than just Fantasia and certainly not Penelope, whose commitment couldn’t be trusted. After all, Penelope was happy about the abolition of gym class. Moreover, she was in the high-school band, which took up a lot of her time.

“I’ll help,” said Fantasia.

“Great,” said Henry. “Two sixth-graders. Big deal.”

“Even sixth-graders,” said Helen Haddock very gently, “are allowed to attend School Board meetings.”

“School Board meetings?” asked Fantasia.

“Yes,” said Henry’s mother. “Anybody can go. It’s public.”

“Public?” asked Henry.

“Yes, indeed.”

Henry Haddock bounded from his stool. “Yes!” he roared. “I’ll beard the lion in his den!”

“Huh?” said Fantasia.

“Lion?” asked Penelope. “What lion?”

Helen Haddock just laughed.

Fantasia Fulton crossed her arms and gave Henry her severest glare. “Boy, you read too DAMN much,” she said. “You better not be talkin’ like that to those School Board people.”

“You should talk,” replied Henry ironically, “about how to talk.”
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CHAPTER 2

17 AUGUST

For his first-ever appearance at the School Board, Henry Haddock was wearing clean blue jeans, hard shoes, his only white shirt, a Navy-blue crested blazer and a matching dark-blue tie whose only embellishment was a small, tasteful portrait of Bart Simpson.

When forced by his mother—one day at J.C. Penney’s—to choose a tie, Henry had been sorely tempted by the one on which Bart Simpson was pulling down his pants and “mooning.” Now he was glad he had selected the more understated image.

Henry was alone. Fantasia had promised to stand by his side. However, that afternoon, Fantasia had been apprehended by her father, Lt. Col. Lafayette Fulton, videogaming on her laptop during what he called “restricted hours.” This infraction had rendered Fantasia “confined to quarters” ’til the weekend.

Helen Haddock had volunteered to accompany her son. But Henry knew that opposing the School Board was risky for his mother. He had told her, no, he’d rather do this himself.

Henry had sacrificed a whole day of summertime baseball for the sake of this encounter. He’d gotten to the Blackhawk Public Library at opening time, and told Peg Bradner, the head librarian, that he needed to read up on the School Board. Ms. Bradner took Henry to the newspaper “morgue,” where he read back issues of the Weekly Argument both on paper and on disks.

Henry got to know, pretty well, who the School Board members were and how they thought about a lot of topics.

The Blackhawk School Board held its weekly meetings at 7:30 p.m. in the Blackhawk High School library, where six rows of folding chairs were regularly arranged, facing a broad table. Behind the big table, the five School Board members conducted their business and occasionally looked out at rows of mostly empty chairs. On that night, besides Henry, there were only a few spectators, including Buzz Skelton, one of the middle-school teachers. Henry knew from reading the Blackhawk Weekly Argument that Mr. Skelton “monitored” the meetings for the teachers association.

Henry, who was prepared to speak when called upon, sat right up in the first row, in the middle, facing the spot where the Chairman, Farrell McDuff—whose lifelong nickname was “Scooter”—would be sitting if he were there. Scooter McDuff had not yet arrived when Henry entered the room. In fact, only one member, Mrs. Annabella Moss, had gotten to the meeting ahead of Henry.

Mrs. Moss peered curiously at the boy in the front row. After a moment, a light shone in her eye and a smile creased her already creased (but amiable) face.

“Henry?”

Henry, squirming a little, met Mrs. Moss’ gaze.

“Henry Haddock?”

“Um. Yeah. I mean, yes.”

“Oh, Henry, you rascal. You’ve gotten so tall!”

Tall? thought Henry. Boy, didn’t he wish he was tall.

“Henry, come up here.”

Henry approached Mrs. Moss, who had been his third-grade teacher many years before—as well as Amy’s and Penelope’s third-grade teacher, and third-grade teacher to kids in Blackhawk going back roughly to Paleolithic times.

Several years ago, Mrs. Moss had retired, and—loath to just “sit around feeling my arteries harden”—she had run for School Board. And won. And then, just this past April, she’d been elected to a second term.

Mrs. Moss, as Henry knew from reading the Argument, was the only member of the Board who had voted against the huge budget cuts.

Tonight, Annie Moss didn’t talk about the budget to Henry. She asked about Amy and Penelope and insisted that Henry say “hello” to his parents. And she enthused about how big and handsome Henry had become.

Henry answered all Mrs. Moss’ questions politely but he felt self-conscious, especially as the other School Board members began filtering into the library, taking seats at the big table and looking curiously—and not in a very friendly way—at the kid shmoozing with Annie Moss.

Henry was eager to return to his seat, but Mrs. Moss was still asking questions. Finally, she said, “Henry, I must say I’m surprised to see you here, of all places. What on earth—”

A loud and forceful throat-clearing sound, rumbling from the depths of Chairman McDuff, interrupted Mrs. Moss. She winked at Henry and whispered, “We’ll talk afterward, all right, Henry?”

Henry returned to his seat, with alacrity.

Scooter McDuff, whose moniker went back to his school days as a tight end for the Blackhawk High School football “Blackhawks,” seated himself widely and ponderously. He reached for his gavel.

“This meeting of the Blackhawk School Board will come to order.”

For the first half hour of the meeting, Henry barely heard a word exchanged among the Board members. He had read about them. He had seen each of them around town from time to time. But, in places like the Blackhawk Cash Store or the All-State Truck Stop Diner, they seemed like ordinary people. As members of the town’s second most important deliberative body (some said the School Board was number one, more important than the Board of Aldermen), they looked different to Henry. Even Mrs. Moss seemed somehow larger and weightier than normal, even a little scary.

Viewed from Henry’s left, the Board members were Randy Zink, who’d been selling insurance for State Farm since his graduation from Blackhawk High eighteen years before, Lyle Lehnherr, who worked at the Farmers & Merchants Bank, Chairman McDuff, proprietor of McDuff’s Monster Tire Depot, Mrs. Moss and—farthest to Henry’s right—Darlene Gazelick, who didn’t work outside the home because it was against her religion.

From his library research, Henry knew that Chairman McDuff was the talkingest—and shoutingest—member. He bullied everyone, especially Randy Zink, but was careful not to antagonize Mrs. Moss. Mrs. Gazelick, whose opinions were very strong, offered frequent proposals to “reform” the schools, mostly by having students pray in class, study the Bible and “practice abstinence.” She also wanted to remove a lot of books she thought were “indecent.”

Henry knew also that Mr. Lehnherr called himself a “financial expert,” probably because he worked at the bank. He always favored spending less money on schools, never more. He was the main author of the list of teachers who had been fired. Henry stared hard at Mr. Lehnherr, searching his face for signs of malice and heartlessness. But all he saw was a squinch-faced man in his thirties, with wavy brown hair, walrus whiskers and watery eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. He had a shaving cut on his chin.

Henry actually liked Lyle Lehnherr’s face—for “artistic” reasons. It occurred to Henry that if he ever came to another School Board meeting, he should bring along his sketchbook.

It took Henry an hour or so, but he figured out what was going on. This was the Board’s first meeting after many weeks of budget talks. So, Chairman McDuff put the Board to work catching up on “old business,” none of it very interesting. As 10 pm approached, the audience consisted entirely of Mr. Skelton—who was obligated to be there—and Henry. A news “stringer” for the Argument, a student from Coulee Junior College just up the road from Blackhawk, had spent a fidgety hour in the audience and then departed.

Henry was getting a little drowsy.

But he sprang back to attention after the Board voted unanimously on something and Chairman McDuff said, “Okay then. Let’s get on to new business.”

Instantly, Henry raised his hand.

Chairman McDuff ignored Henry.

Henry waved his hand.

Chairman McDuff kept his eyes lowered and read from his agenda, proposing that the Board pass a resolution commending the drum-and-bugle unit of the Blackhawk High School Band, also known as “The Thundering Three Hundred,” for their gold-medal performance in the tristate summer “marching music showdown.” Scooter McDuff spoke enthusiastically about the drum-and-bugle corps’ excellent performance, under the leadership of Band Director W.C. Wilcox, in “an intensely competitive atmosphere.” McDuff added that he had been present in person to witness the victory.

The vote was unanimous.

Through seven other “new business” items, Chairman McDuff did almost all the talking. Each time, Henry raised his hand. Each time, Scooter paid no attention.

It was a few minutes before 11 pm when Chairman McDuff said, “Well, I guess that about does it,” and raised his gavel.

Henry sprang to his feet, waving a hand wildly, almost in the Chairman’s face.

“Move to adjourn,” said Randy Zink, his first utterance of the meeting.

“Second,” snapped Mrs. Gazelick.

The gavel rapped.

“Okay then,” said Chairman McDuff.

Henry was unable to contain himself.

“Hey! Wait a minute!”

The entire School Board (except Mrs. Moss) looked suddenly in Henry’s direction, glaring at him in surprise, as though he had just run into the room with his hedgehog hair on fire.

“Wait!” said Henry a little more softly.

Chairman McDuff drew in a vast lungful of air, swelling to something like twice his normal size. He lowered his chins and adjusted his glasses, peering over them at Henry. He leaned forward slightly, knitting his eyebrows so grimly that they met above his nose, and he spoke in majestiferous tones.

“Young man?”

“Um.” Henry backed up a step. He found himself fighting the urge to run away, like a little kid.

He might have run, if he hadn’t noticed Mrs. Moss, nodding at him with a motherly smile.

“Um,” said Henry.

“Yes?” said Chairman McDuff impatiently.

“Well, um,” Henry finally managed, “I wanted to say something … to the, um, Board.”

Chairman McDuff shook his head, scowling. Dismissively, he said, “Meeting’s over, son.”

McDuff turned away. “But I raised my hand,” Henry protested.

Chairman McDuff turned back, once more inflating himself to maximum size.

“Raised your hand?”

“Yes,” replied Henry, “er … sir.”

Splaying his own hands on the table, Chairman McDuff leaned toward Henry. “Well, son, I saw you raise your hand.”

“Oh,” said Henry. “Then why didn’t you—”

“Call on you?” McDuff broke in, his voice louder. Henry noticed Board members Zink, Lehnherr and Gazelick arrayed behind the Chairman, like one of those phalanxes of Roman times that he had read about.

“Yeah. I mean, yes sir.”

“I didn’t call on you, son, because this is not fourth grade. Nor is this a forum for random commentary from the general public. This is a School Board meeting, young man. We have important public affairs to conduct. We have an agenda, and we have rules.”

Chairman McDuff seemed to be finished. He stood up straight again, apparently poised to leave the library.

“Um,” said Henry.

The Board scowled at him.

Annabella Moss intervened. “Henry,” she said, “during our regular meetings, it isn’t customary for the School Board to solicit comments or questions.”

“Oh,” said Henry, surprised.

“If we did, we’d be here the whole damn night,” said Chairman McDuff.

“Oh,” said Henry. “Can’t I ever—”

“You have to get on the agenda, son,” said McDuff.

“Oh. Well, how—”

“It’s late, son!”

With that, the Chairman, quickly followed by members Zink, Lehnherr and Gazelick, departed the high-school library.

Henry found himself alone with Mrs. Moss, who was tucking a handkerchief into her purse and straightening a summer shawl on her shoulders. “If someone has an agenda item for the School Board,” she said looking sideways at Henry, “they only need to submit a request with the superintendent’s secretary.”

“Oh.”

“Her name is Ms. Arnold,” added Mrs. Moss, “and she’s a nice lady.”

“Oh.”

And Mrs. Moss left the library, side-by-side with Henry Haddock.

As it turned out, Myrtle Arnold, secretary to Superintendent of Schools Robert M. Ptaschnik, was quite a nice lady. After talking to Henry briefly the next day, she inserted into the School Board’s next agenda, under New Business, an item that read, “H. Haddock, on the School Budget.”

She also made Henry a copy of the agenda.

So, the next week, when Henry showed at the School Board meeting, along with Fantasia, he brought proof—in writing—of his right to address the four members of the Board in attendance that night. Mrs. Moss, who suffered from weak lungs, was absent.

Also present that night, after a vacation in the Carolinas, was Superintendent Ptaschnik, who seemed aware of Henry’s intentions. Myrtle Arnold was seated beside the superintendent. They occupied a separate table, to the left of the School Board.

The August 24 meeting of the School Board was the last before school started, which meant there was a lot of New Business to cover. It was past 11:30 when, at last, Chairman McDuff nodded toward Randy Zink for a motion to adjourn.

Zink moved to adjourn. Darlene Gazelick seconded crisply. McDuff dropped the gavel. Henry gaped.

“Wait!” he cried, standing.

“What the HELL?” shouted Fantasia, who had exhibited more patience, throughout the long evening, than Henry had ever seen from her.

The Chairman turned toward Henry and Fantasia. He was shocked, shocked at Fantasia’s outburst.

“Hey,” said Henry, “what about me?”

Chairman McDuff smirked, looking down the full length of his nose at Henry. “What about you, son?”

Henry was irked. He almost replied, “I’m not your son, blubberface!” But he curbed his tongue and said, instead, “Mr. McDuff, I was on the agenda. I went to the office and—”

“Son,” said McDuff. “It’s the Chairman’s job to approve every single agenda item. I didn’t approve your request.”

Henry, desperately, thrust his copy of the agenda at Chairman McDuff. “But I got it right here. See? I’m on the agenda.”

McDuff shook his head piteously. “That’s a preliminary agenda. It’s not the final agenda. I approve the final agenda. You’re not on it, son.”

That did it for Henry. “I’m not your son, blub—mister!”

Visibly offended, Chairman McDuff rose to his full altitude, looming over Henry and Fantasia, glowering as he motioned his Board cohorts to depart the building.

“What the HELL is this CRAP!” said Fantasia.

The Board left, followed by the superintendent, who looked back once, his expression a mixture of curiosity and apology.

A second later, Fantasia had Henry by the throat, as she snarled at his face. “You brought me here, agendaface! And you made me sit here all night, bored out of my mind, for THIS?”

But Henry was angry, too. He snarled back, “Yeah, I did! And I’m comin’ back next week! And you can do whatever you wanna do! Scooterface!”

“Oh yeah? Oh YEAH?” said Fantasia, kicking a chair so hard that it folded itself and fell over. “Well, I’ll be here, boringface! You try and KEEP me away!”
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CHAPTER 3

31 AUGUST

On his first day of middle school, Henry Haddock couldn’t help but feel a thrill. He was finally out of grade school, liberated from elementary school, free from the mothering oppression of little-kid school. He was no longer stuck in the same classroom, with the same old teacher hour after hour, every day. With each ring of the bell now, he was on the move, hell-bent for a fresh subject, a different room, another teacher. He had his own locker, with a unique combination, which he could visit—if he wanted—before class, after class and even between classes in those five frantic minutes that every student had to rush and jostle from one room to the next. Of course, the first day was only a half day, and class only amounted to meeting his teachers, filling out attendance forms, getting desk assignments and all that jazz. But it included all the rushing and jostling of life in middle school, and it gave him the feeling that now, finally, he was growing up.

Beneath his excitement, though, Henry couldn’t help noticing the absences at the Blackhawk Middle School. In every corridor, there were one or two classrooms dormant, their doors locked, no teachers there. Peering through the narrow window of Ms. Webster’s art room, Henry could see dust motes drifting in shafts of sunlight among broad tables and upended chairs.

Other classrooms were packed to overflowing, like Henry’s third-period American History class. All of Ms. Quaadman’s students had been jumbled together with Mr. Kussow’s students, because Ms. Quaadman had been “axed.” Mr. Kussow roll-called more than seventy students, including Henry, and shouted—as the bell rang and everyone rushed from the room—that he would be assigning half of the group to “another section.” Henry wondered what that was.

There were two gaping holes in Henry’s schedule. In second period, which would have been gym class with good old Coach Abernathy three times a week and Study Hall on Tuesday and Thursday, there was no Coach Abernathy. Second period was just Study Hall all week long. And where Henry would have had art with the formidable but wonderful Alice Webster in sixth period, he had more dumb old Study Hall.

Henry especially lamented Ms. Webster’s absence. His fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Drummond, had sent Henry to Ms. Webster last fall when Henry volunteered to make posters for the Christmas pageant. “She has better art supplies than we do,” Mrs. Drummond had said.

But secretly, Mrs. Drummond had contacted Ms. Webster with the information that Henry had “talent.” So, instead of a lot of crummy 18x24 posters made with stencils and ink, Ms. Webster had put in more than an hour after school for ten days teaching Henry how to design and produce silk-screen prints. Henry had never been so excited about art. He had never anticipated a class as eagerly as he looked forward to middle-school art with Alice Webster.

But she was gone. She had actually moved away from Blackhawk. When he looked inside her unused art room, Henry saw that it was starting to fill up already with non-art stuff, shoved inside by the janitors.

“This is unacceptable,” said Henry to no one in particular. He was incensed all over again.

Other students were also incensed, or at least befuddled. These included the kids who thought they were going to take Mechanical Drawing and Woodworking with Mr. Schwartz, Art Metals with Mr. Gamble, Beginning French with Madame Seronde, Beginning Spanish with Señora Epstein, Keyboarding with Mrs. Gatewood, Music with Mr. Pringle …

“And so on and so forth,” grumbled Henry, who found Fantasia moping on the school steps after the dismissal bell.

“Decimated,” said Fantasia, her face in her hands.

This was accurate, thought Henry. At least one in every ten teachers had disappeared, although—Henry had read this in the Weekly Argument—actual school enrollment in the growing town of Blackhawk had increased by just over eight percent.

“More kids, less teachers,” said Fantasia, apparently reading Henry’s mind.

“Fewer teachers,” Henry—a stickler for grammar—said.

“Yeah, that, too,” said Fantasia.

“RATS!” she added.

Henry Haddock sat down beside Fantasia and clenched his jaw. “We can’t give up,” he said.

“Oh yeah, decimationface? What the HELL can we do?”

“Try again, with the School Board.”

Fantasia turned. “WHAT? You’re really gonna go back?”

Henry was thinking about Lech Walesa and the Solidarity strikers in Poland who just kept coming back and coming back until they toppled the Communist regime.

“I’m on the agenda,” said Henry.

“That doesn’t matter,” said Fantasia. “Ol’ potatoface is just gonna erase you again.”

“They’ve got to listen,” said Henry.

“They ain’t gonna,” said Fantasia. “Aren’t.”

“Neither one.”

But that night, there was Henry, in the front row at the School Board meeting, hoping he might have finally cracked Scooter McDuff’s agenda.

He had certainly done everything he could.

On Monday, Henry had gone back to the superintendent’s office, where he politely asked Myrtle Arnold to put him on the next agenda. As before, Mrs. Arnold squeezed Henry into New Business (although, by now, Henry’s presence was turning into Old Business).

True to her threat, Fantasia came to the meeting and plumped down next to Henry, ready to lend him moral (and vocal) support. This, however, was all the support Henry had. He’d invited other Blackhawk Middle School students—mainly the kids who played in the Blackhawk Independent Baseball Organization (BIBO)—to join him at the meeting, in united protest against the School Board budget cuts. Several kids said they’d think about coming. Exactly zero had actually shown up. So much for Solidarity!

Unseen by Henry, however, lingering in the shadows of the high-school library was Henry’s eldest sister, Amy. Mainly, Amy was there to see what would happen to Henry. But she also shared some of Henry’s ire over the disappearance of so many teachers and so many resources at Blackhawk High.

Henry did recognize one new face in the sparse crowd. Instead of the useless college kid usually sent to “cover” the meeting, Blackhawk Weekly Argument editor Darren Flack was making a personal appearance. He was seated beside Buzz Skelton, the teachers union “spy.” The two men chatted in quiet tones as the School Board members arrived and took their seats.

From her place beside the Chairman, Annabella Moss caught Henry’s eye and subtly motioned him forward. Henry, cautiously, approached the head table, feeling with every step the chilly gaze of Chairman McDuff. Mrs. Moss showed Henry her copy of the agenda, where—as usual—Henry’s name did not appear under New Business. Henry shrugged with resignation, turning toward his seat. Mrs. Moss cleared her throat.

Henry turned back.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. Henry smiled weakly.

When Henry told her he had been erased again, Fantasia squeaked, “WHAT?”

As the meeting began, Henry dug, from his backpack, his favorite 11×14-inch sketchbook. He loved to sketch, especially people, especially if they agreed to sit still while he drew. The School Board members, who sat still for hours, were perfect subjects. Henry tucked a selection of pens and pencils into his shirt pocket and got to work immortalizing Chairman McDuff.

This being the first day of the new school year, the Board had lots of business. They seemed to linger over every item. Eleven o’clock came during Old Business. Henry looked back toward Buzz Skelton and saw, with surprise, that Darren Flack was still around. The Argument editor covered three towns for three different weekly newspapers owned by some outfit called the Klaxon Group. This fractured schedule meant that Flack could visit the Blackhawk School Board only infrequently. When he did, he usually lit out by 10:30, driven—Henry assumed—by his “deadline.”

By studying past issues of the paper, Henry had figured out that most of the Blackhawk School Board news published in the Argument was not the work of the stringer from Coulee Junior College. Darren Flack got most of his news from personal phone conversations, after each meeting, with Scooter McDuff and Buzz Skelton.

New Business carried the Board to the brink of midnight. Chairman McDuff, looking at his watch, rushed through the last item—an upcoming fire alarm test at the elementary school by the Blackhawk Consolidated Fire Department. McDuff signaled Randy Zink to move for adjournment.

Randy Zink did so. Annabella Moss broke in, “Mr. Chairman, before we adjourn …”

Chairman McDuff swelled in his chair, stiffening his back and looking down upon the small elderly woman seated at his left.

“Mrs. Moss?” he asked archly.

“Scooter, dear,” replied Annabella Moss looking back pleasantly and speaking in maternal tones. “I know how busy we’ve been, and I know you have good reason to trim the agenda. But I really must point out that for three weeks now, a very bright and well-meaning young man has been—”

“You can stop right there, Annie,” said Chairman McDuff warningly. “This Board has rules and procedures. We have to maintain order. Strict order. Or all hell breaks loose. The barbarians are at the gate, Annie.”

“Barbarians?” said Mrs. Moss, pretending to be alarmed. “Scooter, this is a ten-year-old boy.”

“You’re eleven,” Fantasia hissed into Henry’s ear.

“Sssh,” said Henry.

“Oh, balls!” whispered Fantasia.

Chairman McDuff said, “Joan of Arc wasn’t much older, and look at all the trouble she stirred up.”

Annabella Moss just laughed at this and said, “Mr. Chairman, I move that Henry Haddock, a student in excellent standing at the Blackhawk Middle School, be allowed—per his repeated requests—to address the Board.”

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” said Chairman McDuff.

“Hm. I think I’ll second that motion,” said Board member Randy Zink, with an unusually mischievous glint in his eye, “just for the sake of argument.”

And so, they argued over Henry Haddock for almost fifteen minutes. Henry shifted self-consciously in his seat throughout the debate. Fantasia hung on the edge of her chair, drinking in the drama and muttering angrily at any remark that challenged Henry’s right to speak. Henry glanced back and noticed that Darren Flack was very busy with his notebook and pen.

Annabella Moss advanced the position that letting Henry speak could not conceivably do any harm. She said it would make the Board look open and responsive to the schoolchildren in their charge. Chairman McDuff, with vehement support from Darlene Gazelick, contended that allowing the general public to “horn in, willy-nilly” on every deliberation undertaken by a duly elected body of representatives amounted to nothing less than “an invitation to anarchy, an opening of the thoughtful processes of public policy to the second-guessing of ill-informed dilettantes and the pressures of special interests.”

Henry, on the margin of his book, next to a study of Lyle Lehnherr’s close-set eyes and button nose, wrote down “ANARKY” and “DILLATAUNTS,” followed by a question mark, so he could look both up later.

“Oh, applesauce!” replied Annie Moss. “Scooter, look at Henry. He’s a little boy, not Attila the Hun. He’s not even Joan of Arc!”

But the Board voted, four to one, against Henry. And swiftly adjourned.

“WHOA!” roared Fantasia. “This is SO bogus. Henry, you … they… OOOH, I’m so MAD!”

While Fantasia fumed, Henry noticed that Darren Flack was following Chairman McDuff out the far door of the library.

Two days later, a headline just below the fold on page one of the Argument read:

SCHOOL BD. GAGS PUPIL PROTESTING BUDGET CUTS

“Wow,” said Henry Haddock. Darren Flack’s coverage of the School Board meeting devoted only three paragraphs to Henry Haddock. But Henry read them at least forty times.
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CHAPTER 4

7 SEPTEMBER

In its edition of September 2, the Weekly Argument quoted School Board Chairman Farrell “Scooter” McDuff as follows: “This Haddock boy is just a pawn. He probably doesn’t even know what he’s supposed to be protesting. There are people pulling this innocent youngster’s strings. This is an organized campaign to subvert the democratic process here in Blackhawk …”

McDuff went on: “I don’t know who’s behind all this. But I’ll find out. I certainly have my suspects…”

And he concluded: “But Henry Haddock? A sixth-grader? I feel sorry for the poor little kid …”

Scooter McDuff was a stubborn man. He’d had to be stubborn, all his life, to get ahead. In grade school, he had been a goofy-looking, gangly boy whose nickname, Scooter, was a joking reference to his utter inability to either scoot, scurry, skip or skate. But he took his sardonic sobriquet to heart and threw himself into every test he faced, in class or in sports—but especially in sports. He ran and battled, he blundered and lumbered and plodded, all the time trying to scoot. And, although he never scooted, he won more games than he lost and he made people stop laughing at him. Eventually, despite his ungainly size and awkwardness, Scooter McDuff became a star athlete at Blackhawk High School. He was an all-conference tight end on the football team, the starting center for the basketball team and, in his senior year, the sixth-best shot putter in the state.
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