Brush with Fame

by Richard Sparks

Ever since the 1971 death of Jim Morrison, when I realized I had gone to high school with him (and not just someone else with the same name), people have asked me if I knew Jim. The simple answer is no. Irrelevant but, I venture that nobody then actually “knew” Jim Morrison, only a boy who somehow became Him. But, while there were classmates who interacted with the nascent Lizard King, I didn’t. I knew him by sight and, briefly heard him speak wisdom, but I never talked directly to him. Perhaps I would not have brushed even that closely but for my lack of interest in math.
Midway into junior year, I unexpectedly had a free period in my schedule. I had been summoned at the end of the semester by the legendary Mr. Lindsey for a one-on-one close encounter (just being in his presence scared hell out of me.) He said I could go on to Algebra 4 if I wished, but he recommended I repeat level 3 before any such attempt. People seldom went against the wishes of the respected and feared head of the Math Department, and I wasn’t about to try. Until Algebra 3 was offered again the following school year, I needed to take something else.
So, there I was in Miss Callahan’s class. She was the head of the Social Studies Department, an elderly lady, very short with a massive circumference; a genuinely nice person, a wisecracking cynic who knew a thing or two about the world, and who knew how to teach. Psychology class turned out to be interesting and enjoyable (a lot more so than Algebra). Sessions with her often were interactive discussions. Students talked to her and to each other as we covered the material. I sat next to the windows; a guy named Gilbert sat next to me.
Gilbert was generally a free-spirit, but for the most part he and I had similar views of our role in the academic world. We just wanted to get through the day – participate as the situation required, but without making a spectacle. Don’t challenge the lame brains when they speak; leave it to Miss Callahan to shoot them down or shut them up. So, we couldn’t help but notice this guy who sat on the other side of the room whose hand went up constantly. He would say, “I saw an article about that…” Or, “I was reading recently…” (We heard that one a lot). Then he would proceed to quote the authority he had “read recently,” adding his own insights in a kind of whiney sing-song delivery. Miss Callahan loved him. Gil would mutter, “Here he goes again.” We were stunned at this guy. It was pretty much beyond our comprehension that someone would be reading unassigned material pertinent to any class, let alone this one.
This only went on for a short while. One day Miss Callahan signed Jim out – he’d changed his schedule for some reason, and the one chance I had to get to know a superstar walked out the door. As Jim was leaving, Gilbert said loudly to no one in particular, “We’re sure going to miss old “Red” Recently. 
