Straight Outa’ Jefferson: Humor in Small Cruelties
by Richard Sparks, Galen Danis, Jim Seymore, and Stan Durkee

Stan: At Jefferson, we, more often than not, put various teachers through a ritual of aggravation and terror.  For example, there was Mr. Mueller, a clean cut, dapper young man, newly arrived to the U.S. from Switzerland, who, upon turning to the blackboard after greeting the class, was immediately assailed by a fleet of paper airplanes (I remember Ron Bridges having an exceptionally effective underhand motion that resulted in his plane reaching the target effortlessly.)  "Vat is dis?" Mueller said, turning around quickly, as he was hit head-on by a final airplane, his eyes flashing a mixture of bewilderment and anger.  This was his welcome to America.  This incident was followed by many similar ones.  We always awaited an explosion but he never lost his temper, remained calm, even after many of these "tests."
 

"Vat is dis?" The same question could be asked almost daily in Mrs. Keich's English class. Mrs. Keich was a thin, slightly bent, dark haired lady, hair cut short "Audrey Hepburn" style, possibly in her late 20's, whose demeanor, while not unpleasant, and in spite of being not a bad teacher, somehow invited mischief that resulted in her continued torture –  to the amusement of her students.  And to be sure, the funniest reunion I ever had in later years was of the motley cast of characters that had been in her class. 
 Galen: Stan, as I enter my pre-Alzheimer period it surprises me to remember Mr. "Vat is Dis's" real name--Mr. Mueller. He was a decent guy before we got hold of him!

 

Richard:  Your picture of Mrs. Keich matches my memory: attractive youngish lady, but thick glasses and almost anorexic, somehow giving off tantalizing cues signifying underlying psychoses. At that stage in my life, all teachers came into my life fully formed with no past history. This is especially true of Mrs. Keich, whose room I entered with terror and trepidation, especially after skipping 18 weeks midterm, and afterward never quite knowing exactly what was going on in any class. I just kept my head down and hoped for the best.
 Galen: I seem to recall that Mrs. Keich was the former Miss O'Grady.  Somebody should be able to confirm that.
 Richard: Galen, how in the world do you recall Mrs. Keich’s maiden name?  My specific memories of that class are a little vague. She was deathly afraid of little critters; I was tipped off when a truly weird, socially backward, chubby kid brought in a small battery-powered car he’d made. He showed her the box and said, in his "normal" weird way of talking, "Mrs. Keich, you wanna’ see my mouusse [drawn out pronunciation]?” She screamed “Don’t open that box!” “Aw, it’s only a tooyy.” “I don’t care (retreating rapidly); don’t open it!” 

On another occasion, while I (unfortunately) was in some other class, prolonged screaming and sobbing was heard from the direction of Mrs. Keich’s room. The story got around that Jimmy Seymore had left a pickled snake in a jar on her desk, and Mrs. Keich was found gibbering and cowering in the corner by the principal Mrs. Gorham, who had to send Mrs. Keich home to recover.
 
Jim: Ah, here is how the snake story began: as we were leaving Mrs. Keich’s room one of the guys – I can't remember his name – was carrying a shoebox containing an electric drill which he needed for shop
class. The end of the drill's electrical cord was dangling out of the box.  Mrs. Keich saw it and said, "I know what you've got in that box. It's a snake, isn't it?" He said, "No, Mrs. Keich; it's just a drill. Wanna’ see it?" "No! Don't open it! I know it's a snake!" quoth Mrs. Keich. 

The proverbial light bulb went off over my head. "Hmmm; Mrs. Keich is really afraid of snakes," thought I. "This could be a really good joke."
So the next day, just before Mrs. Keich's class, I hotfooted it down to Mrs. Torpy's science class. I knew she kept a pickled snake in a glass jar on her desk. "Mrs. Torpy, could I borrow your snake?" I asked. "Why, certainly, Jimmy. What do you need it for?" "I just need it a minute," I answered. I then ran down the hall – Mrs. Torpy's classroom and Mrs. Keich's classroom were at opposite ends of the hallway – with the snake in a jar.  I got there just before Mrs. Keich arrived. I put the jar front and center on Mrs. Keich's desk and turned it so the snake's head and beady eyes would be directly staring at her. I took my seat to wait for the fun.

Mrs. Keich came in just 30 seconds later. "Good morning, class," she said cheerily as she entered the room. Then she went around her desk and looked down and >>>>HOLY BEJESUS AND GUACAMOLE<<<< She let out a SHRIEK that must have been heard on King Street! She jumped back six feet, and I thought she was going out the 2nd story window. She began crying and blubbering and
shaking uncontrollably.

At that exact moment I realized that my little joke had gone a...tiny...bit...awry. I snatched up the snake jar and ran back down the hallway to Mrs. Torpy's room as fast as I could, Mrs. Keich's scream still echoing through the school. "Thanks, Mrs. Torpy," I said breathlessly as I placed the jar on her desk. She looked at me real funny, but I was out of there. I ran back to Mrs. Keich's class. Meanwhile, one of the other teachers apparently had come in and taken the quivering Mrs. Keich away because she wasn't there. I took my seat, thinking, "Well, maybe it's all over now. Maybe everybody will just forget about it now." 
Not exactly…
About a minute later – an eternity for me – the classroom door slowly opened.  An Assistant Principal came in, planted her sturdy feet, and said very quietly, "Okay. Who did it?" I looked around the room, but, much to my disappointment, no one else seemed inclined to raise a hand. My hand, which then weighed about 1,000 pounds, went slowly up. "Alwright. Come with me," said sturdy-footed Asst. Principal. "Mrs. Gorham wants to see you." When we got to the principal's office, she said, "You sit here." She put me in a heavy wooden chair directly facing the open door to the hall. Apparently, Mrs. Gorham was in no hurry to see me. The bell rang, and students began walking past the door to their next classes, looking in directly at me in my chair of shame. This went on, every class break, all day long – with kids increasingly pointing fingers at me and giggling. (Only years later did it occur to me that this "shaming" was designed as part of my punishment.)  Finally, at the end of the day, the formidable Mrs. Gorham had time to see me. I was expecting prison, reform school or, at least, expulsion. But it wasn't that bad. Because I was President of the Student Council (or whatever it was called) at that time, Mrs. Gorham said I would have to resign that position, write out an account of what I had done, and get my parents to sign it.

An agonizing weekend for me, but when I came back on Monday, I had done what they wanted. Then Mrs. Gorham gave me a reprieve. I wouldn't have to resign as president, she told me, but I would have to make a public apology to the entire student body. (I would have preferred resignation.) The student body
assembled in the gymnasium, and I somehow stumbled through my "mea culpa."  End of story.



Galen: That is a great story!  
Jim:  End of story…except for one thing. At the end of the aforementioned "Day of Shame," Mrs. Keich had come into the Principal's waiting room to take my miserable hand, look into my eyes, and forgive me for what I had done. She was so sweet and kind and concerned about me that I've never forgotten it. She was one of my favorite teachers before the snake and certainly the same forever after. We had great teachers in those days, even if we didn't appreciate how lucky we were.

Galen: We were lucky.  But – to again wax humorous –  I suppose one should give credit where it is due so finally I must confess it was Mrs. Keich who launched my career as a teenage ganglord. As many of you may recall (certainly anyone with an ounce of honesty), I was always a shy, yet kindly and helpful youngster. Always ready to lend a hand and give of myself to another's need.  It was this intrinsic character and innocence which led others, like that Devil's henchman, Stan Durkee, to take advantage of me and lay their crimes at my feet. The insufferably cruel, previously mentioned, Ron Bridges literally did this as he craftily launched his paper airplanes backwards and from below his fanny as to make the silly craft appear to have come from my direction. And as Durkee, ever the accommodating teacher's pet, pointed his finger at me, Mrs. Keich would send me off to the office once again, never giving ear to my plaintive cries of guiltlessness. 
 

Alas, I was too noble to level my finger at my two antagonists as I trudged toward the chambers of Principal Gorham who would pause in picking her teeth with a hunting knife to wretchedly rub her huge hands together smiling heinously at my appearance.

I fought, oh how I fought before giving myself over to the gleefully spiteful rage of Bridges and Durkee and their pleasure puppet, Mrs. Keich, and uniting with the unholy trio in a life of sinisterism (look it up.). 

Goodness was its own reward, I clamored inwardly, ‘til one evening the relentless pair pursued me to Glen Echo Park and attempted to frame me as a thief, pilfering a Mouseketeer cap. They were caught by a security guard who must have been Mrs. Keich's bad brother. Instead of marching the two derelicts off to the can he looked at me and said “Is this your gang?”

The gendarme released them and my classroom trials ended. And so quickly did my crime kingdom end as well. I figured if the two goofuses couldn't pull off a mouse hat caper I'd better just go back to being Mr. Sweetness.

Stan: Hey Galen, interesting allusion to "pleasure puppet," but our memories diverge:  I was never "teacher's pet"; no no!!  I did not set you up with Mr. Mueller. Upon turning around after being hit with the plane, the first face he picked from the crowd was your beaming skull, featuring a mad smile and “looking guilty.”  Yes, I do seem to recall Mrs. Gorham picking her teeth!  And yes, I will confess to being queried at Glen Echo as to whether I was a member of "your gang!"   

Richard: My most memorable incident at Jefferson (on the list, even ahead of being sucker punched by a girl at the weekly PE dance session, and ahead of being regularly shaken down for lunch money on the walk between buildings) is one time, daydreaming about sex in Mrs. Starkey’s social studies class and experiencing an erection. Then, she unexpectedly called on me to see if I wanted to go to the office and find out any of the stuff that had been stolen from my locker had been turned in. When I stood up reflexively at the teacher’s beckoning, guess what escaped my underwear and was standing proud in my pants (I thought surely for all to see). 
 

Stan: Uh, well, we all may have daydreamed of sex in class on occasion (i.e., regularly)…but never in Mrs. Keich's class.   And, taken all around, she was a pretty good teacher.  I wonder if she still lives and, if so, whether she remembers us!
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