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I lovingly dedicate this anthology to my brother,
 Roy Joseph Reynolds, 
who spent his life teaching elementary school 
students and made the world a better place for it.




Also to my sister,
 Rozanne Reynolds, 
who taught in a Montessori nursery school for many years.




And, as always, to my beloved children, 
Brooke Sandon Aved and Brett Allen Aved, 
who will forever be my greatest teachers.
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Introduction 



Teachers come in all shapes, sizes, and specialties. A teacher isn’t always someone who earned a degree and shows up at school every day urging you to crack your books and work hard to achieve the highest grades. A teacher can be a coach; a music, art, writing, or photography instructor; a mentor; a beloved relative; a close personal friend; an acquaintance; someone you meet on a journey; a shaman; or even a student who turns the tables. But all teachers have one thing in common—they nurture the light they see shining brightly in others and often give selflessly in order to do so.

The best teachers are fabulous characters—full of spitfire and vinegar—who love what they do and convey enthusiasm for learning, respect for responsibility, and a certain joie de vivre. Most have unusual conviction and a sense of moral imperative—they believe in your potential and will do whatever it takes to unearth it and set it ablaze. The best teachers teach us indelible lessons about life and how to live it. Unfortunately, even the best teachers may not receive the accolades they deserve, at least at the time services are rendered. Often we don’t recognize their real contribution until many years later, when that one small voice continually resurfaces and rescues and guides and inspires us—over and over and over.

This anthology was designed to honor everyday teachers as the true heroes or heroines they most certainly are in our lives. These fifty stories contain tributes to a wide assortment of characters—from a Vietnamese man who scribbles English words on scraps of paper to memorize later; to a crusty Tennessee cowboy who nurtures and guides a young Indian writer 8,000 miles away via the Internet; to a feisty, tough boxing instructor who slips pearls of wisdom in between the punches to comfort a healing woman; to a middle-aged New York City “Jewish mother” who nurtures a struggling Australian actress while they both battle cancer; to an arthritically crippled piano teacher whose love for the instrument and the art inspires another to assume her legacy; to a Chinese tutor who survived the darkest days of Chairman Mao and lived to recount a thrilling history; to a physics teacher who blows up a voltmeter in secret after-school lab sessions to help a struggling math student find his place in the world; to a tough coach who teaches a freshman that loving a grandmother who develops dementia is more important than being a tough guy.

Stories range from the 1940s to the present and cover the gamut from elementary school, to junior high, high school, college, post-graduate school, technical school, and tutoring. Art, piano, music, writing, boxing, and coaching are all included. Stories came in from Canada, India, Australia, Nova Scotia, and virtually every corner of America. Each teacher is a hero or heroine to the student who writes so eloquently about the gifts he or she received at the hand of a master. In homage to the art of teaching, each story uplifts, touches, and inspires. I absolutely fell in love with all of these teachers, these stories, and I hope you will, too.

As you read, I also hope the stories will rekindle fond memories of the teachers who affected your lives and inspire you to write a testament of your own. All teachers deserve respect, recognition, and gratitude. All teachers are heroic in their aspirations, and many are absolutely heroic in their everyday actions. I know I wouldn’t be where I am today without some incredibly dedicated, inspired, and memorable teachers. And working on this anthology brought them all back to life, as if they were marching through my living room, dropping by to see how far I’ve come, and—quite appropriately—bursting with pride for concrete evidence of their good work. Teachers everywhere, cheers to you!

Enjoy!




Pearls, Kings, and Geeks 

Lyndell King 

The year I turned thirteen, my mother took everything of value from our northern Brisbane house and cleared out. That didn’t include me or her alcoholic husband. Needless to say, I was angry, and as any teacher knows, that’s trouble in a tatty skirt, looking for somewhere—anywhere—to come unraveled.

Not surprisingly, my thirteenth year included frequent trips to the headmistress’s office, albeit interspersed with occasional moments of academic brilliance. Very occasional. And rarely productive. Being the smartest kid in class didn’t help one iota because I intentionally used my powers for evil. I majored in mischief and mayhem, practicing them on a daily basis. If authority figures yelled at me, I knew I existed. Mission accomplished.

My teachers seemed torn about how best to deal with me. Some tried to mother me, which I didn’t want. Some tried to bully me—for my own good—which I wouldn’t allow. Some tried to ignore me—hoping I’d go away. Only I didn’t. I had nowhere to go and a truckload of angst weighing me down. 

Enter onto the battlefield one unlikely hero in the form of a nerdy ancient history teacher, armed only with life experience and an armada of patience. Fortyish, chubby, and balding, Mr. G. still lived with his mother. He squinted behind Mr. Magoo glasses, brought his tuna-sandwich lunch in a brown paper bag every day, and thought style could be found in a cotton checked shirt, brown tie, and baggy beige trousers. Of course I ridiculed him! Unmercifully. Here was another adult I could use to salve my bleeding ego, a ready target for the pain darts I threw at anyone who came near. And geez, he made it all too easy.

Except, upon closer inspection, something was different about this geek. He refused to be rattled by my worst behavior. For one thing, he took all my not-so-clever jibes in stride, mostly with a quiet half smile, giving the faintest hint that he was genuinely amused. He seemed like he knew something I didn’t, and he guarded it so that only the very special would be enlightened. Was that on purpose? A tease? A bait? A trap? How much underhanded psychology did this guy know? Fearing I’d underestimated him, I kept a wary eye on this unflappable creature. Everyone had a weakness—that much I knew. I’d keep jabbing until I found his Achilles heel.

I mean, the guy was a totally brilliant teacher, even I couldn’t take that away from him. When he recounted graphic stories about the Spartans, they came alive. His eyes glowed with contagious excitement that even I couldn’t resist. He’d actually traveled to all the ancient lands they forced us to study, and he brought in his personal slides to bring those cultures back to life. Secretly, I slavered over these fantasy worlds, fascinating people, and the puzzles of political intrigue he shared. I found myself more desperate to hear his stories than to wag class. He gave me something to look forward to each day, something my dull, gray life needed desperately. An escape.

Plus, without making some gross fuss, he gave me kudos for behaving myself. He nicknamed me Athena, Goddess of Wisdom and War. When he brazenly used that handle in class, he smiled that sly, half-smile tease, which was his way to get me to fire up my brain cells and use them in discussions. Sure, I acted affronted, but in truth, I was pleased that he noticed me enough to allot that concrete identity, which even I could see suited me pretty well. In time, I wanted to live up to that name, to be fearless and annihilate all opponents with my verbal arrows rather than sneaky evil acts. I imagined myself as a goddess of an ancient civilization that valued creativity and culture. Wow! I really got into that stuff.

Soon I dreaded the sound of the bell that signaled the end of his class, and I often hung back to argue points with Mr. G, excited when he battled me like an equal. He borrowed books from the university library to share with me, giving me access to things that I’d never known existed. Soon I turned up early for class, keen to see what he’d brought for me, and soon after that I never missed a lesson. By focusing on and evaluating mistakes others made throughout history, he taught me how to use anger as positive energy. Yeah, I wanted to learn that.

And then one day, he gave me my gem-studded crown. It was one of those lunchtime detention classes where we all sat around looking tough and bored, doodling on our hands with pens. He pulled out a competition-sized chessboard, cocked a cheeky eyebrow in challenge and goaded me to play. Then he had the audacity to beat me! Suddenly all my pent-up aggression had a purpose, my devious mind had a positive goal. Mr. G became my Gandalf, empowering me to slay enemies, actually trusting my intelligence and character to ultimately triumph over evil.

He wanted to pit a team from our rundown public school against the immaculately suited private-school kids who’d grown up sniffing gold dust and being chauffeur driven to every kind of after-school club imaginable. When he told the principal he wanted to take his ruffians to the interschool chess tournaments, the guy thought Mr. G was dreaming. So did we. But Mr. G dealt in dreams. He needed a fourth board for his chess team. I was it. My aggression fit the job. So he took the anger I didn’t know how to control, and he shaped it into something beneficial—to others and to me. That’s the kind of genius that shambling, half-blind ancient history teacher possessed.

Little did those mindless yuppies-in-training know that Mr. G armed his Greek gods and goddesses with piercing armor, ironclad strategy, and a do-or-die creed. Like the Spartans, we trounced them and left them gasping in disbelief. Our school not only entered the interschool chess tournament, we won that year! Who’d have thought it possible? Certainly not me.

During the workup, while I was honing my strategy skills, positioning pawns and castling kings, Mr. G used the chess rules to teach me about the pawns you can afford to sacrifice if it gets you ahead in the game. About the king (secretly a symbol of your heart’s desire), which you must guard with everything you have. About the interplay and strength of teammates working together to defeat a common enemy. And how, when you lose a game, you can always rack the pieces up again, take the hard-earned lesson in hand, and fly in the face of life— stronger, smarter, and more determined to win next time.

Yes, I graduated junior high, top of my class—and without a juvenile record. Halleluiah! Everyone was pleased with the final outcome. But it might not have happened that way if Mr. G hadn’t hoisted up his baggy trousers and worked his magic. That man sneakily wrote his name across my heart, and imparted wisdom that stayed with me long after the historical facts he’d labored so hard to teach faded. But, lucky for us all, then and now, Athena, Goddess of War and Wisdom, became the powerful woman he let her be. He gifted me with pearls of wisdom, the strength of a king, and the heart of warrior. In doing so, he gave me the world.

Lyndell King is a midwife and naturopath. She sold artwork through the Museum of Natural Art, married an ER consultant, mothered two gifted children (one of whom was Tasmania’s under-nineteen composer of the year) and is currently a successful romantic comedy writer, under the pen name of Babe King.




Lucius Publius Wilson 

Charles Dickson 

It was Mr. Wilson’s practice to hear Latin translations while standing at the classroom window, roll-book in hand, looking down the hill at the band practicing.

One bleak winter afternoon, a heavy drizzle of rain began. He recited, “It rains, and the wind is never weary . . .”

Then he said, “You know, boys, it sounds a lot better in German,” and he recited the whole poem in German. He made the wind whistle through those harsh enemy vowels of that strange tongue.

After class we pronounced that performance “average,” which to us, in 1945, meant simply superb.

He had a Latin joke that he told once or more each semester: A student had a twist of tobacco in his desk. The professor pointed at the desk and asked, “Quid est hoc?”

The student replied, “Hoc est quid.”

We stomped and whooped. Mr. Wilson said, “All right boys, it’s not that good. You’ve already heard it from the seniors anyway.”

Mr. L. P. Wilson, called “Lucius Publius” by his students, though never to his face, taught Latin and English at Atlanta Boys’ High School. He had a great authoritative nose, Roman, and a fine head of gray hair. His glance sparked from behind rimless glasses at any wretched mumbler of an ill-prepared lesson.

When we were scheduled to begin the study of Cicero, Mr. Wilson asked us not to use “horses,” an English translation of the Latin. They were called horses because for hundreds of years boys had sat on them and read between their legs for tests or recitations. There were no horses in Mr. Wilson’s classroom. There would never be, and he asked us not to use them for study at home. He said we would learn much more by using only a dictionary, working out syntax ourselves.

By 3:30 that afternoon, several members of the class were downtown at Kimsey’s old bookstore on Pryor Street. Those who had football practice or ROTC that afternoon had given us money to get Cicero translations. Mr. Kimsey always had plenty of copies because he bought them back at year-end for half price. I found a venerable and serious old horse by Rev. William Judson, copyright 1818. Several other books of translations were by Dr. Yonge, copyright 1851.

One afternoon Hunter was reading, “How long, Oh Cata-line must we endure your unbridled license?”

Mr. Wilson stopped the translation. “‘License’ is too literal for ‘licentia’ in this case, Hunter. Yonge doesn’t always use the best word. Harley, how does Judson have it? I believe you are a student of the good reverend.”

“‘Audacity,’ sir.”

“Yes, that’s right. You boys are going to have to look at some ice-cold Cicero on the midterm, and I promise you Judson and Yonge will not be here to help you take the exam. It’s a shame for your parents to think you are studying while you are sitting there reading those horses. Driscoll, what is this ‘virtus?’”

“Ah, ‘virtue?’”

“No. ‘Courage, valor.’ If all you can do is guess a cognate, just say, ‘I don’t know.’”

One day Harley was reading. Mr. Wilson turned away from the window and shouted “Aiiiieee!” He slid down the wall and sat on the floor. His glasses had come off. He dropped his pen and roll-book. His face was colorless. Several boys rushed to pick him up and sit him in his chair.

He groaned. “It’s gallstones, boys. I’ve had it before. Can someone drive me home?”

He gave Hunter the key to the metal cabinet in the corner. Hunter got Mr. Wilson’s overcoat and hat and briefcase.

They carried him by the elbows to the door of the classroom. He shouted in agony. Before he left the room, he pointed at the blackboard and where daily assignments were posted:

Translate: Ullman-Henry, pp. 91 to middle 94.

Grammar: Causal subjunctive. Learn verb “polliceor.”

He was back the next day, at the window, roll-book in hand as we filed in for fifth period.

“Okay, Harley. What’s the grammar?”

 “Casual subjunctive, sir.”

“‘Causal.’ What is its form?”

Harley knew.

“Good.”

He never asked any favors from us, but the last week of our junior year he said, “Boys, you are a class of high achievers. You need to keep it that way. I know you are signed up for ‘Current Events’ for your senior elective. The homework assigned in that class consists of reminders to read the newspaper. I will offer Ovid your senior year. If you take it, you should know there will be no vocabulary to learn, no new grammar. We will just read some of the finest literature ever written. We will critique various English translations. We will critique Judson and Yonge.” 

That sounded like fun, and it was. More than any college instructor, more than any graduate school professor, Mr. L. P. Wilson conveyed a sense of the meaning—and the joy—of learning. After I completed service during the Korean War, I was undecided whether to accept a fair-to-middling job or to apply for graduate school. I could literally hear Mr. Wilson’s voice, “You boys are high achievers. Keep it that way.”

I continued my education courtesy of the G.I. Bill and enjoyed a long academic career, thanks to my hero, Mr. Lucius Publius Wilson.

Charles Dickson retired after fourteen years as Assistant Registrar at Georgia Tech. He attended Atlanta Boys’ High School and Emory University. After service in the Coast Guard during the Korean War, he attended graduate school at Emory and Georgia Tech. He and his wife live in Dunwoody, Georgia, and visit elderly relatives.




Launches from a Paper World 

Priscilla Carr 

At the Charles Bullfinch Elementary School in the Mission Hill section of Boston in the 1950s, every teacher I had from kindergarten through grade six was, of course, Irish, and what we termed an “old maid.” My pudgy, plain, and single sixth-grade teacher, Miss Cotter, wore her hair knotted on top of her head and consistently dressed in a dark-blue suit and sensible pumps, and, to many in my neighborhood, appeared to be one those unfortunate women.

Her sixth-grade students, however, saw it differently. Under her tutelage, a room full of wide-eyed eleven-year-olds used papier-mâché to replicate our planet. She helped us comprehend that the world beyond our narrow borders was multidimensional and fascinating. How? We built cardboard volcanoes and whittled canyons. We glued paper grass to recreate Argentine pampas, and even erected an aluminum-foil Eiffel Tower, all of which we gingerly placed on the seven continents we created. As we shaped our paper planet, we explored the history and customs of its countries and cultures and often smelled, tasted, and digested international foods we prepared on a small burner to accompany the lesson.

I had fallen a bit in love with Miss Cotter, and it unsettled me when my mother and Gran and their gossiping friends clucked “tsk tsk” when they mentioned her name, as if they were privy to something shameful about her. Even when I wandered off to toss my ball or jump rope, I attuned my ears to the clucking group, and thus heard Mrs. O’Leary when she sighed and bemoaned Miss Cotter’s fate. “Such a wasted life for a woman.”

They lamented the fact Miss Cotter didn’t have children and somewhat sympathetically summed up her destiny as “a born mother who will never know the joys. . . .” The more I heard, the more I was convinced they couldn’t be talking about the same Miss Cotter. Our Miss Cotter had dozens of children and loved us all and was very joyous.

Gran had the final word that day. “Poor woman. Every night she eats alone.”

Miss Cotter did not dine alone. She regularly showed us pictures of her eating with international friends who were dressed in colorful robes, shawls, ponchos, and hats. She brought us samples of intriguing dishes such as Spanish paella, a Greek eggplant casserole called moussaka, and a steamy, puffy sweet bread called naan from Nepal. Unlike our mothers, she cooked with olive oil, and she took the time to explain how to create and use a marinade.

Still, the women whispered and shook their heads. My mother would drag her hands across her lap and sputter, “And what kind of an example is Miss Cotter setting for our girls with such high falutin’ cooking? And on a teacher’s salary.” I couldn’t understand why the exciting and fascinating things Miss Cotter did always upset them.

I loved looking at pictures of Miss Cotter’s adventures and was particularly intrigued by one of her posing in front of a large green tent. She was dressed in khaki shorts with a matching khaki jacket, and a big, domed hat that must have been crushing her bun. When I asked why she was wearing Boy Scout clothes, she explained it was a safari suit. Later that night, I looked up the definition of safari and easily envisioned Miss Cotter crossing the Kenyan landscape in a jeep. I could almost see the amazed look on her round face when she saw lions and elephants and zebras up close. I was so impressed by her courage. I asked an endless stream of questions about the safari. Her stories enthralled me, but when I described the outfit to Gran, before she listened to another word, she sniffed, “With those thighs and that rear end, she wears shorts and has someone take a picture of her? May the saints preserve us! How on earth was she brought up?”

Our beloved Miss Cotter got into more trouble than anyone I knew, particularly when she skipped Mass on Sunday mornings to go on cruises to Rhode Island and Cape Cod, which was just not done in our neighborhood, and really set those tongues to clucking. The usual crowd perched on the front steps and quickly made it clear where they thought Miss Cotter’s soul would go if her cruise ship sank or her plane crashed. And I, susceptible to the power of their words, immediately pictured her cruise ship sinking straight down to hell.

They found it scandalous that she traveled “unaccompanied.” But the elders decided it was all right if she took such risks with her life. “She doesn’t have a husband or children,” Mrs. Maloney quipped, shrugging her shoulders, “so . . . no one would be without a wife or a mother.”

I was still gasping when Widow Rooney mockingly said, “Who would miss her, that silly cat?” Astonishingly, they all laughed and slapped their thighs!

“God only knows if she’s going to confession or Mass in those foreign countries,” said Mrs. Maloney, the leader of this makeshift Irish council and final word on all matters of importance, and then made an alarming proclamation. “If she crashes or sinks, it will serve her right.”

“It will be her own fault if she gets kidnapped or murdered,” agreed Mrs. O’Neill, nodding her head.

But Widow Rooney had one more scathing remark. “That would put the fear of God into our girls.”

I felt stunned and confused. How could the loss of this dynamic, vibrant, and amazing woman not matter to anyone? What about me! What about all of us kids? I ran to my room to cry, and later dreamt of planes crashing and ships sinking.

But, thankfully, she didn’t die. In fact, Miss Cotter selected me as her academic assistant and let me help her correct papers during lunch, especially our spelling and vocabulary tests. When we took breaks from that task, she would show me a page from her travel log. One day she showed me a picture of her on a camel under which she had scribbled, “Took camel to Pyramids. Suffocating heat.” Because I was again mesmerized, she loaned me a book on the construction of pyramids. Later I convinced Mary Martha Hurley and Kevin Mark Riley to help me construct some on our three-dimensional, papier-mâché world.

I also looked up suffocation and when I questioned the literal use of that word the next day, Miss Cotter explained she used a “writer’s liberty” in her description. “You’re a budding writer. Yes, indeed. One day you’ll keep a travel log. Oh, yes, Priscilla, you’ll see this big, bold, beautiful world, and you will speak some of its languages, too.” There was no doubt in her mind. “Some people live in their living rooms, and others, like you, dear girl, live in the wide, wide world.”

Later, I thought about her outstretched arms and wondered just how wide the earth really was, so I looked it up. Miss Cotter was so pleased she gifted me with Information Please and the World Almanac for Christmas. That summer she dropped off a set of Encyclopedia Britannica and a bundle of hardcover children’s classics. My mother and Gran sniffed disapprovingly at the time, but I loved those books—each and every one of them.

We moved to New Hampshire that summer, and I never had an opportunity to see Miss Cotter again. But all these years later, I have never forgotten her or her individualism, her enthusiasm, and her stimulating teaching style. In later years, as someone who also became a teacher, I often marveled at how many of my classmates believed he or she was Miss Cotter’s favorite. At the Charles Bullfinch School in 1956, Miss Cotter introduced and accompanied a room full of enchanted eleven-year-olds to each continent and left each one of us perceiving that she or he was the center of her world. Imagine that!

Priscilla Carr began pursuing a new career as a multilingual poet, memoirist, essayist, and freelance journalist five years ago. She and her husband travel throughout the world utilizing educational home-stays and Elderhostel programs so they can be amongst the natives, speaking the language, soaking up the culture, and enjoying the cuisine.




Abandoned in Boston 

Bonnie Burns 

I attended elementary school in the early 1950s in a small town in Massachusetts, right in the heart of Middlesex County. As a little kid, it never sunk in where I lived, and my parents never took us to visit “those tourist spots,” so I just romped through childhood, played on the banks of a river traveled by Thoreau, passed many a historic colonial house on the way to school, and was completely oblivious to the rusting canal locks on the edge of town where the oldest canal in the country once existed.

And then I had the good fortune to have Miss Davis as my seventh-grade homeroom teacher. Miss Davis was a slight lady with straight dark graying hair cut just below her ears and long bangs that reached the tip of her eyebrows. Her hair was always the same length, as if she trimmed it each week. Miss Davis was also a very neat person who dressed in simple, tailored clothing. Her sensible, highly polished shoes clicked officiously when she walked into the room. The only frivolous item she allowed herself were brightly colored ties or a silk ascot at the neck of her blouse. She rarely wore the same one twice.

Seventh grade is an awkward, transitional age, so there were many adolescent dramas and noisy antics, especially at the end of a long school day. But Miss Davis was, after so many years of teaching, impervious to our chaos. She closed the hallway door and walked slowly to her desk, heels clicking on the wood floor. Then she calmly looked at the wall clock and scanned the room, waiting for us to become quiet. As we settled down, she picked up a book off the desk, opened it slowly, and began to read out loud to us.

Week after week, before she uttered the first word, the classroom was quiet, hungrily awaiting the next installment of Johnny Tremain, the classic story of a youth who participated in the Revolutionary War. It had mystery, action, suspense, and the hero was someone our own age. The story was alive with real people that until then had been only names in dull textbooks. The prim Miss Davis read with a dramatic flair that surprised us at first, but then we looked forward to her enactments. She always stopped a little bit short of the last bell so we could discuss the day’s reading. I soon wanted to learn more of New England and the Revolutionary War, so I eagerly tackled extra reading assignments.

Toward the end of the school year Miss Davis announced that she had planned a surprise field trip for us. We would take a charter bus to see the locales where the events of the book took place. I was thrilled! Not only was it my first field trip, but we would also be visiting the very places I had been reading about for months. The big day came and our homeroom class boarded the big tour bus—a real bus, not a yellow school bus that would label us as schoolchildren. We were real tourists on a day-long adventure. Miss Davis took roll call as usual and then sat in the front seat, chatting with the bus driver while we students bounced around in the back, taking in the sights along the road, exchanging the contents of our sack lunches.

When we arrived in Boston, we met up with our tour guide at Paul Revere’s house. Excited to see the house, we stood to disembark, but the guide claimed he was only hired to point out the sites, not babysit a bunch of school kids. Dismayed, we all stared as he angrily left the bus and stalked off down the street. Was our day to end here? What about Johnny Tremain? What about the Old North Church? Minutemen and Redcoats, spies, and midnight rides?

Miss Davis ran her hand through her hair, which left a few strands sticking out. She set her lips and turned to the bus driver. We all sat down and waited quietly, for we had never seen her muss her hair. She asked the driver a few questions and we heard him reply that yes, he knew all the stops and figured between the two of them, they knew more than that tour guide anyway. We cheered as he announced that the first stop was indeed, Paul Revere’s house.
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