





I punch in the numbers and wonder what I'll say to this man who was my
teacher in the last century. Mr Tuve is expecting my call even though we haven't
spoken since the day I sailed away from junior high and tacked into the wide and
frightening corridors of high school. As I hold the phone to my ear, [ feel like
I'm ringing up a ghost.

When Mr Tuve answers, he is immediately warm and pleasant. Talkative too.
He asks a number of questions about the arc that my life has taken, and then he
apologizes that he doesn’t remember me.

“When 1 retired in 1992, I finished out twenty-eight years of teaching. I must
have taught somewhere between 10,000 to 12,000 students over those years.
P'm sorry I don’t remember you, but that’s a lot of faces to keep track of.”

Mr Tuve retired to a rivertown in Wisconsin and spends the winter downhill
skiing. He and his wife visit a manicured golf course in Arizona a few times a
year. He still does woodworking in the garage of his condo—he uses some kind
of gadget called a “Shopsmith”—and he carves signs out of basswood. It sounds
like an idyllic retirement for a man that devoted his career to unappreciative and
destructive teenagers.

[ learn that his first name is Malcolm, but I just can’t bring myself to call him
that. He will always be Mr Tuve to me because anything else would be dis-
respectful. It makes me wonder: When we are confronted with authority figures
from our past, there must be a small part of us that just can’t accept the reality of
our own adulthood. As I listen to this ghost speak to me from Wisconsin, it feels
like my past and present have collided into each other.

I lift myself up to the question that I want to ask. I want to know what Mr
Tuve remembers about the day that Dan Ives drilled a hole in his leg. But the
time isn’t right, so | ask him what it was like to teach Wood Shop for almost three
decades. It occurs to me that he would have started teaching around the same
time that President Kennedy was put into the ground.

He said that stacking over 1500 feet of lumber at the beginning of each year
wasn't a lot of fun. He’s also happy to leave the dust and noise behind. When I
ask him if he ever worried about accidents, he sighs. The man actually sighs with
gratitude. “I never had a single accident. Not one in twenty-eight years.”

He then mentions that Wood Shop was a safety liability to be sure, but that
it wasn’t more dangerous than Chemistry Lab where kids handled hydrochloric
acid and fiddled with Bunsen burners. I suddenly remember one of the cool kids
making a Molotov cocktail out of isopropanol and dropping it from the third

story window of our chemistry classroom—where had this memory been
hibernating for so long!
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When 1 ask Mr Tuve what he liked best about Wood Shop he pauses.
[ imagine him staring out of his condo at a golf course. | picture someone lining
up a putt with their tartan pants flapping lightly in the wind.

“You know, | always had a great sense of satisfaction when 1 could take an
apprehensive kid and show them that—guess what’—they could actually make
something out of wood. That was always rewarding.”

That’s when I go in for the big question. I ask him if he remembers a student
named Dan lves.

There is a chuckle on the other end of the phone. “Wasn't he the kid who got
his leg crushed in that car wash?”

“Yes. Do you remember Dan drilling a hole in his false leg? He used the drill
press in Wood Shop.”

Mr Tuve laughs hard. Then he laughs even harder. “No, I don’t remember
that at all. I'd love to have seen that though! Dan sure was a little pistol.”

Even though I'm confused and a little disappointed, I thank Mr Tuve for his
time as well as his patience with me twenty-five years ago. Anyone that teaches
teenagers for a living deserves frequent and lavish praise.

[ hang up the phone and wonder why this story, which is so vivid for me, isn't
even remembered by Mr Tuve. Maybe he wasn’t there? Maybe Dan drilled the
hole in his leg when Mr Tuve was in his office! Yes, that’s possible. Actually,
come to think of it, that would make more sense because Dan wouldn’t get into
trouble. [ stare at the phone and try to reconcile these two different versions—
but let’s be honest here, Mr Tuve doesn’t even have a version of this story.
[t worries me that my memories of the past can be so unreliable, so [ find myself
searching for Dan’s name on the Internet. After some hunting, I think I know
where he works. I write down the information and put it in a drawer.

Maybe I'll call him tomorrow.

I haven'’t seen Dan since we graduated from high school. We were never close
but I could still contact him if I really wanted to. But here’s the thing: I don't
want to. What if this story, which is so much a part of my tortured junior high
experience, doesn’t line up with his version? I'd feel cheated and foolish. This
anecdote has been the centerpiece of so many parties and barbeques over the
past twenty-five years that I just don’t want a different version corrupting the one
that I carry in my head. ’'m protective about it, and that surprises me. Deeply.

I suppose we're all reduced to anecdotes in the end. The meat of our lives is
shaved into thin slices and served up for conversation. All the sunrises we've
seen, the peanut butter sandwiches we've eaten, the lips we've kissed, the shoes
we've bought, all the crappy jobs we've held, all the tears and underhanded deeds
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and acts of generosity and Christmas presents and toothaches and music and
laughter and hugs, it all gets buried. In the end we're reduced to stories that are
told to other people. Our lives are never really our own.

All of this made me wonder how I might be remembered. What stories would
be told about me if I were to pop my clogs tomorrow!? If our lives get chopped
into a few throwaway moments, what would be extracted from the landscape of
my life?

[ decided to ask around.

I called a friend who I've known since first grade. He was the best man at my
wedding and although he lives on the other side of the country now we still talk
1o each other on a regular basis. When Jayson heard my question he paused for a
moment and decided to be diplomatic. “T've known you a long time. Do you really
want me to go down this road?”

I considered the vast catalog of stupidity he could draw upon, and shook my
head slowly. “Tell me this then. Do you remember the day that Dan Ives drilled
a hole in his leg?”

“Yes,” he said. “But it’s funny, I can’t remember if I was there or not.”

Neither of us could, and then Jayson made the useful observation that the
story has become something of a legend. Maybe he remembers Dan drilling a
hole in his leg because he wants to, not because he saw it happen!

That’s a good point. We tend to think of myths and legends happening to
people like Hercules or King Arthur, but children are taught everyday that George
Washington cut down a cherry tree and could not tell a lie. We choose to
remember that Charles Lindbergh was the first to cross the Atlantic Ocean in
1927 even though he wasn't. John Alcock and Arthur Witten Brown did it first
in 1919, but no one has heard of their accomplishment because they crashed into
the boggy lowlands of Ireland. Sheep greeted their crumpled plane, not wide-eyed
Parisians with bottles of uncorked champagne. “Lucky Lindy” makes for a better
story anyway. Who wants to hear about the Flying Crate when we can talk about
the Spirit of Saint Louis? No wonder Alcock and Brown have crashed into the
footnotes of history.

I read somewhere that our cells change every seven years. We'd like to think
of our bodies as permanent structures but dead cells give way to living cells
all the time, which means that we are constantly regenerated into new beings.
Not an inch of me exists like it did when I took Wood Shop all those years ago.
My skin is different, my bones are different, the fiber of my heart has been rebuilt,
even the cells in my eyes which saw Dan lIves drill a hole into his leg no longer
exist. Back when I was growing up, 1 thought it was strange that Dan got a new
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leg every year, but it occurs to me that my own legs aren’t that much different
from his.

EVén as | remember this story, an electrical storm of images and emotions and
smells is being transferred from dying cells to living cells. It’s like a bonfire being
passed from team to team. If | wait another seven years, the cells that make up
the mosaic of this story will all be gone. What, I wonder, will the story look like
then? I only hope that it is truthful, or that it feels truthful, when I unwrap it in
my old age for a dinner party.

If you're out there, Dan, | hope you understand why. I hope you understand

that giving up this story means giving up a part of my past, even if it is a past that
never actually happened.
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