Passing Time
School buses growled into their places outside the classroom window, screeching to a stop and backing into position with a high-pitched rhythmic whine.  Inside, the students settled into writing: pens scratched, sneakers tapped and old desks squeaked.

The teacher glanced at the clock - thirty minutes until the bell - and began writing himself; the scrawl from his black pen filled the blue-lined pages.  He tried to focus on the task at hand, but his mind drifted to his father, alone in a new apartment, perhaps making himself a late lunch or neatening up the kitchen or, more likely, watching the clock tick slowly.  Since the stroke, his father couldn't read his favorite history tomes or work through his New York Times crossword.  The letters jumbled on the page before him until he crumbled the paper in frustration or threw the book across the room.

The teacher squinted his eyes out of focus and stared at the page.  The letters blurred but stayed in neat rows, turning into familiar sounds that found coherent meanings in the dark catacombs of his brain.  A round-faced boy in a baseball cap stood and whispered the teacher's name.  "Bathroom?" the student asked, pointing toward the door.  The teacher nodded his head, turned to the growing bus-driver chatter outside the window and attempted to calm the now-distracted students.  The wind bristled the oak leaves outside the window and the teacher wondered what any of the students were really doing, really thinking, really accomplishing by this forced labor writing.  Twenty minutes left.

He returned to his page, but the image of his father returned: sitting in a darkened room, clicking through the daytime TV options for something worthy of his once-active mind.  Even on the phone his father struggled, pausing frequently to retrieve a misplaced word, finding only fragments or nothing at all before he cursed in disgust.  The teacher knew he should be there with his father now, distracting him, helping exercise those language muscles until they returned to their former agility.  Or encouraging him not to take up the pipe smoking again, the evening bourbons, the sweet and pleasurable foods he'd avoided since the diabetes diagnosis.  Although, what was the point now?  Remain healthy for these long, lonely afternoons?  Keep a healthy shell for his rotted core?

The teacher put down his pen to respond to a student's question.  

"What's a de now ment?"  the student asked and adjusted his glasses on his nose.

"A denouement?" the teacher asked, hoping he'd pronounced it right.  "A resolution that reveals something else about the story."  He immediately thought of how inadequate his answer was.  How inadequate the assignment was.  How inadequate the whole damn –

He stopped, put down his pen and looked out at the yellow school buses.  Ten minutes left.  Sunlight reflected off the rounded bus roofs.  Deep green trees guided the road away from the school and off over the distant hill.  He could jump out that window, hop into a bus, pull it out of the driveway and take a left down the long highway to where his father sat, the TV now off, the clicker thrown against the screen.  But before he can imagine himself pushing open the door and yelling hello, a student interrupted.

"Can we read these stories aloud?" the boy in the pink shirt asked.  "This story I wrote is great."

"Don't you say that every time?" the teacher asked.  He smiled and thought of his father again, imagined him in the classroom sitting among the students at an undersized desk.  Or sitting up front at the teacher's desk. Words and stories are what he loved.  Books and ideas.  People and laughter.  These students might quiet the ticking clock, engage his stunted muscles.  They might help them both forget for a moment.

""Yes," the teacher said and scribbled a few last words.  "Five minutes left.  Who wants to read?"  A new bus arrived outside the window and began beeping as it reversed into place.  The boy in the pink shirt read loudly to be heard over the racket.
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