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DAM1 , I THINK, as th cab mov s I isure­
ly uptown; it's going to b ix bucks to 
g t to City. To drag from on m ting to 
th next-I didn't n d a Ph.D. in Eng­
lish to liv lik thi . I try to use my 
I arned d vices to m ntally ras the 
m eting l'v just left at Baruch. As u ual, 
my mind r fus s to b com a oothing 
blank. And what's it all for? To b com 
an Associat Prof sor, stupid. And not 

n for th mon y. I d test th politic 
and th tim sp nt pr paring m mos and 
r port which nobody has th tim or 
int r st to r ad. And I'm not interested 
in most of th pap r which flies acros 
my d k ither. And th me tings. So 
what am I doing h r ? Kidding myself. 
Th promotion matt r . Teaching isn't 

nough. Promotions ar ther and oth r 
p opl ar g tting th m. Enough reason. 

My h ad b gins to tight n; the spots 
ov r ach conv rg lightly. Another 
h adach . I'll b in Harl m aft r dark, 

nd I'm not ur wher the subway i . 
v n though I live on the edge of Bed­

f rd- tu v sant, th r I'm not afraid. 
That' hom which mak m lik ev ry­
bod I -p tri£ d of for ign turf. 

I'd lik to get to a bathroom. That be­
com s a matt r of logistics between 
m tings. Thr hours to me t and at 
I 'ast anoth r hour to get hom . And 
wh n I do I won't b able to look at my 
tud nts' pap r . For which I'm theor ti­
ally g tting paid. 

$4.55. ot a bad guess, close to ix 
bucks with th tip. I wonder what City 

oll g looked like wh n my fath r 
w nt to ollege? In later y ars it b came, 
for him, a gold n plac , wher he lis­
ten d to Morris Raphael Cohen lecture, 

a place wh r an immigrant tailor's son 
could b gin to b com a doctor. 

Th Harris Building today looks lik 
th old I m ntary school I went to o 
long ago in Br oklyn · th walls ar th 
am gr n, th tairwa ,/ s ar urround d 

by grating. Only th c rridors and stair­
way ar wid r. Class s are in s sion, 
and students sit on th floor in the 
corridor waiting f r th n xt p riod to 
b gin. Ov rcrowd d and paint-p eled 
this building, but th childr n of immi­
grants wait for th ir chance too. 

I find th bathroom, thr e flights abov 
the floor wh r w ar to m t. Pia t r 
i sprinkl d lib rail on the floor, along 
with toil t paper and crumpled tissue . 
Graffiti, not sp cially cr ati e, ar on 
th wall and, a touch of th tw nti th 
c ntury, an automatic hand dryer. For 
which l'v now no tim . I wip my hands 
on m last bit of Kl n x, m chanically 
wipe on mor lipstick, run my fing rs 
through my hair. In moments I'm trans­
form d r ady to b channing, profe -
ional, and only a coup! of minut s late. 

\Vhat crap. 
I go down tairs and enter th Writing 

C nt r. W '11 probablv not, in any case, 
b able to duplicat it at Baruch, not 
without mor political hassles than I'm 
capabl of getting int . Pity-it's proba­
bly the best way to cop with r m dia­
tion in writing. I almost bump into her 
as I walk to th d sk to find out wh r 
I'm suppos d to b meeting. 

"Dr. Lederman-what ar you doing 
h re?" And ther he i , brown and smil­
ing and, an ov rused word, radiant. I do 
not xpect to m et anyone I know, and 
in my confusion I don't remember her 
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nam . But I do rememb r, suddenly 
flooding my memory, a paper she once 
wrot aft r our Freshman English class 
visit d 'Harl m on my Mind" at the 
Metrop litan Mus urn of Art. 

'Tm suppos d to b at a meeting to 
look at th Writing Cent r. How are 
you? How hav you b en? Do you s 
any of th oth r SEEK kids?" 

"Oh, I s Ruby and Laura all the 
tim . And do you rem mb r Olga Alv r­
z?" 
"Do you v r s David Jon s? I know 

that h cam h r aft r the SEEK Cen-
t r." 

"H was h r , but h got into som 
kind of troubl , cam back t chool 
with a car on hi fac . H had probl ms 
with hi wif and, you know, rt of 
vanish d. L uis Moral is till h r 
and ... " 

"Wh n ar you graduating?" 
"In Jun , so ar Ruby and Laura. 

W 'v gon to umm r chool for thr e 
summ r , but w 'r graduating on time." 

I am finally sp chi ss. Thr year 
hav pass d inc I taught th m Fresh­
man Engli h at th Univer ity nter 
EEK. It wa an xp rimental fir t y ar; 

th n th y trans£ rr d to City Coli g and 
I w nt n to t ach at Baruch. I thought 
of th m of urs , many tim . But I 
hav not s n th m and, d spit th 
thoughts, n v r call d them. Ruby, 
Laura and Dolor s ( f cours , sh is 
Dolor )-th y w r o worri d, my 
triumvirat that our C nt r was ' asi r" 
than City Coli g would b . I told them 
that if th y got an " " from m th y 
c uld g t 'A' from anybody. 

"How ar you doing?" 
"Oh, fin . I'm marri d and w just 

mov d to Mount V rnon." 
"What do s your husband do?" 
"H ' an ace untant. You know, l'v 

gott n a f w "C's" but mo tly ther 'v 
b n "A's" and "B' ." l'v got a 3.7 aver­
ag . Ruby is on the Dean's List. Sh got 
marri d about ix month ago; Laura i 

g tting marri d in the Spring. 
" ot to th m n th y were engaged to 

th n? Which one was going out with 
that handsome policeman?" 

"Laura. o, th re'v b en several in 
b tw nl" 

Sh k ps looking, surr ptitiously, at 
my I ft hand. I laugh. Y , I've married 
again." 

"How is your on? Do s h still play 
ch s? You know, wh n v r I look at th 
ch s column in th n wspap r I think of 
him." 

What a m mory from Fr hman Eng­
li h-my son for whom I had no baby-
itt r on day. ''Y s, he' till playing 

ch . H ' in the ixth grad now." W 
go on, 1 aping from on bar d m mory 
to anoth r, trying to fill in n arly thre 
y ar. 

"Do your m mb r Julio Lop z?" 
I know, b fore sh says it, what he 

i going to t II me. H was a man, not a 
boy, wh n h was in my clas, an angry 
volatil man with a wife and a ix-y ar­
old daught r. B for that he had sp nt 
om tim in jail. 

"H 's in jail for sh oting a judge. Can 
ou imagin -" 
I can imagin , I think, and though I 

know, with th prof ional judgm nt 
b rn in these past y ars, that I had ex­
p ct d som thing lik that, I do not lik 
th knowing, th confirmation. H had 
b n a tal nt d writ r. Complet ly un­
di ciplin d not able t p ll or punctu­
at corr ctly, but h could write. W 
r ad Down Til£ e Mean Streets, and h 
said, "That's shit. Any of us could writ 
b tt r than that." 

"Go hom and how m ," I had said. 
And h did. W publi h d hi say in 
th chool magazin at th end of th 
y ar. With punctuation and normal 
p lling it mov d, b autiful and shock­

ing. H wa alway in troubl with on 
or anoth r f th t ach r . H was in o-
1 nt, th y lat , d fiant. H cut 
cl . H a black ombr ro and 
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tightly fitting pants. Costum and masks 
were important symbols to us then. 
Somehow, we got along, although he was 
touchy about my criticism of his writ­
ing. I was critical; that's what I was 
ther for. 

One day, lat in th afternoon, we 
w r going around in the usual circles in 
confer nc . Finally, I looked up from 
his pap r and said, 'Tm whit and Jew­
ish, and you p rc ive m as an au­
thority figur , don't you?" 

" o, he answer d, "I perc ive you as 
an int llig nt and b autiful woman." I 
look d up, but h was serious. It was no 
con and no pitch. I laugh d and accus d 
him of acting th part of the ster otyp d 

·Latin. But he b gan t ace pt some of 
my sugg stions about his writing. He 
told m why h r nt d J w , of his 
moth r' s life in th garment di trict, of 
th troubl with the unions. I am J wish, 
but h told me thing that came out of 
his lif xp ri nc . I argu d with him 
about hi ace ptanc of ster otyp s and 
told him that I r nt d his holding me 
the "exc ption." 

And now I know that h is in jail. His 
lif wa predictabl ; it could, I gu s, 
hav b n pr diet d at many points even 
b for I m t him. As Dolor s talk d 
about him, I realiz d that he had, in th 
int rv ning y ars, b com a kind of 
m taphor for me of what gh tto lif can 
do. Th r was, in him, something beauti­
ful which had b n p rvert d. My hus­
band would argu with m and say 
that ach individual i r sponsibl for his 
fat . L gaily, Julio i ace pting r sponsi­
bility for what he did. Morally, all of us 
whos lif touched his ar also somehow 
r ponsibl . Th th ory of individual 
guilt i a comforting on , but I think it's 
at I ast partly a lie. 

I look again at Dolor s, so chattery 
and so b autiful. I know that she and 
Ruby and Laura hav al o b come meta­
phors for m . One , wh n om one at a 
colleg faculty m ting quoted from the 

J nsen r port, I thought how irrelevant 
statistics are. At one , imag s of a few of 
my b st Black students had pass d 
through my mind. In th ir Freshman 
y ar the thr girl had work d, slaved, 
hung on every word, argu d, laughed, 
1 arned. Th y am d their "A's." 

"Dolor s," I ask sudd nly, "what was 
your average in high school?" It had 
nothing to do with what we w re talk­
ing about, but udd nly it was important 
to know. 

Sh laughs, "I gu ss around 75." 
I think of a debat that my whit , 

lower- and middl -class S niors at Ba­
ruch had on Op n Admissions. How 
dreadful om thought it was that stu­
d nts with av rag s in the seventies wer 
admitt d to colleg . Th y debat d 
wheth r or not Op n Admi sions and 
p cial program lik SEEK wer work­

ing. I had aid that w n d d to r -
d fin "working." 

All thr of th girls would nev r 
hav b n admitt d to City College on 
th ir high school av rag s. All thr had 
"mad it" in v ry sense of the word. 
Dolor s wants to go on to graduat 
school. h ' thinking of going into social 
work. I hop , om day, that they'll de­
cide that th y want to teach. What clif­
f rene has SEEK mad in their live ? 
I it only the stati tics that are impor­
tant? D spit tho tud nts who over­
cut, coli ct stip nds and th n eventually 
drop out, th r ar my thr e beautiful 
young worn n. And how many mor ? 
They will marry professional men and 
bring back to th ir society ev rything 
that th y pot ntially w r and have b n 
able to b come. How to m asure this? 
How to tell this to my Baruch S niors? 

I look at h r, and I would like to keep 
on talking. But I am air ady a half hour 
late for my m ting. Sh tells me that h r 
phon has not b n install d yet, but sh 
tak my hom and school numbers 
down. 

"Pleas caJl m ," I tell her. "I want to 
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see the three of you." I want to see them; 
I have a class that I'd like them to meet. 
And they ar suddenly very important 
to me. 

But they don't exist for me merely as 
illustrations of what "culturally de­
prived" students can achieve in college. 
It goes much, much deeper. My memory 
leaps back. 

Towards the middle of the year at the 
SEEK Center some militant students and 
militant young faculty got together and 
began what turned out to be a revolu­
tion. It was the year for that, remember? 
Throughout the semester th re were 
large, angry group meetings. Classes 
were cancelled and teachers met with 
students in large groups. I went to most 
of the meetings, not because I supported 
the idea of a r hellion; I was even then 
too cynical to think that this was a viable 
solution for us. I felt that I had an obli­
gation to att nd those meetings for 
which my classes had been cancelled. At 
one of these meetings, a particularly an­
gry session, students distributed a long 
list of accusations against various teach­
ers and academic practices at the Cen­
ter. My Freshman Engli h class was 
singled out because I had organized it 
around "ethnic" literature, including 
Irish and Jewish as well as Black and 
Hispanic literature. However, since the 
makeup of the SEEK student body was 
neither Irish nor Jewish I was accused 
of teaching something "irrelevant." 

Ruby got up at this meeting and, as a 
student in that class, denied the charge. 
She mentioned that we had done things 
other than those indicated by my book­
list. We had gone to see museum shows 
and films. We did read Black and His­
panic literature. She was magnificent. It 
was not easy for someone Black, at that 
moment and in that emotional climate, 
to defend a whit t acher. But the young 
Black woman stood up and said what she 
wanted to say. 

Hours later, aft r the meeting at the 

Writing Center ends, I I ave the Harris 
Building. I find the subway station and, 
on th train going home, I think again 
about th thr of th m. I wonder if the 
m n they'v chos n will mak them hap­
PY· I hop th y've cho n wisely and are, 
b esid s, lucky. I am suddenly protective. 
I would do anything I could to in ure 
th m productiv , good, safe lives. 

But they ar Black women; if, in the 
next years, after they work and save 
mon y and try to mov to my brother-in­
law's block in a ew J rs y town, their 
real estate agent will be accused of 
block-busting. I prefer, for the time, not 
to think about that. ow at this moment, 
th y s m to hold worlds in th ir hands. 
Such fragile worlds-yet, in a small way, 
I help d make them able to reach for 
them. 

Th rivalries of my college, the lure 
of promotions, the endless meetings of 
my lif all merge and, for a moment, 
finally fade. The only reality is in their 
liv , in my classrooms. The only thing 
that I do that is worth doing happens 
there, if it happens at all. And when it 
happ n, I may never ev n know it. 

I think of images from my own past. 
My father, dead these four years, who 
would have been so proud to see me en­
ter the Harris Building of his magical 
City College, as a colleague from another 
part of City University-who would have 
been so proud to see me talking to a 
former student in the corridors of the 
buildings he walked. 

I think of the few English teachers 
whose anecdotes I sometimes remember, 
whose comments about a character in a 
story or poem sometimes leap, inadver­
tently, from my mouth as I face a class 
of my own. A few of them gave me 
something that I have treasured. I 
should write to tell them that one of 
their students went on to get a doctorate 
in English and is now teaching in col­
lege ... now having some small influence 
on the lives of some of the generation 

J 
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after her. What continuity, what rele­
vance, what joy there is, lies in this. 

And I feel, for a few moments, as the 
subway door opens, spilling me out with 
the crowd at my station, a willingness to 

go upstairs and read my students' pa­
pers, a wild kind of exaltation. 

Bernard M. Baruch CoUege 
C.U.N.Y. 
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