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Outside they had chopped down the privet along the wall,  and rain drizzled on

the grey tile roofs and on the ugly blocky buildings near the station.  It was a

dreary landscape, but not nearly so dreary as the mood in the room where Dave's

students sat bent over their exam papers.  He imagined them bent over as if in

cramp but perhaps this was not the case.  Still, he imagined it.

These were the characters who for nine months had refused to believe he actual-

ly wanted them to read their homework assignments.  In class they would consent

to do his exercises and play his educational games, but they could not be gotten to

read their five pages a week.

They sat now and cocked their heads like terriers, like very chagrined terriers,

and to Dave it was a shot of evil pleasure, seeing their shock and seeing how little

they had written as the remaining time grew shorter and dwindled toward extinc-

tion.  He had spent the year standing before them - cajoling, begging, threatening -

but, no, they wouldn't read it.  "Anyone with questions, please stay after class.

The rest of you may leave early."  Would they stay?  They would not.  They

would rise as one, all in their trendy sweatshirts and their overstuffed sneakers,

pick up their tennis and rugby bags, and stream to the hall where they blued the air

with smoke and thought no more of English, or of Death of a Salesman. They

were Japanese university students on a four year no-study jag and he had not

reached them.  Until now.
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"OK, time!  Put down your pencils."  He went down the aisle collecting papers

and then dismissing the class cheerfully.  No, he didn't know when the papers

would be graded, but thank you for this year.  (Thanks, but no thanks.)

On the long train ride home Dave went through their knowledge of the play they

had (not) read.  "Write everything you know about Death of a Salesman. That

was their theme and he was prepared to accept a page of anything in the same ball

park.  A very few really knew the story line and had been responsive faces, and he

felt warm towards them.  But most papers were like this:  "Billy is a salesman.  He

is illness in hart.  He happen traffic accident so many time.  That is his idea.  He

wish his death.  Billy is given 70 dallar in a week.  that's greate."

"I'll happen an accident to you, my friend", he thought.  Friend was in good

company and by the time Dave had finished grading that evening he had a total of

fifty impassive faces in his bag.  It would have been closer to seventy but pru-

dence moved him to caution.  The university would probably prefer to think his

teaching or his test flawed than agree that its spiffy young students deserved what

he had in mind for them.

In the end he knew he was afraid to fail even fifty.  There was a provision for

retesting and he cared enough for his job, if not for the boys.  "But they'll work for

it", he vowed to himself.  He told the business office the retest would cover the

first act ( as far as they had gotten in one year) and that the boys should really

study.  It would be in late February, ample time, surely.

He got out his copy of the play and designed a set of thirty-eight questions.

Twenty of those, correctly answered, would constitute a passing score.  They were

specific who-what-where-when-why questions, not a cozy "Tell me about the

story." as before.

Two boys couldn't come in the afternoon, he found, so he went early and they

sat from eleven until noon.  One wrote with seeming confidence, but the other was

a head cocker and his periodic sharp intakes of breath did not bode well for him.

Death of a Salesman was about to become Waterloo of a student, Dave strongly
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suspected.  And he was right.  Number one boy got his twenty, but number two

amassed a grand total of fourteen.  Dave put a hand on the paper and slid it over

the tabletop to him.

"I'm afraid this isn't enough", he murmured.

"Dame desuka?!"

"Yes, I'm afraid so."

"Dame desuka?!"  The voice seemed to crack between the two syllables of the dame.

Dave thought he had already answered that one, but he said it seemed that way,

unfortunately.  And then his Japanese got a super workout which in English would

have been like this:

"I really failed?"

"Yes, I'm afraid so."

"But I'm going to graduate in two weeks."

(No, you're not fella.)  "Oh?"

"I already have a job lined up."

"Well, speak to them."

"I can't.  Won't you let me do something?  How about a report?"

"Report?"

"Yes, let me write a report."

"But I don't want a report."

"Please, teacher!"  His voice took on a very high, almost hysterical pitch which

Dave had until then heard only in soap operas on Japanese TV.  The boy had been

standing behind Dave's chair and Dave knew without quite looking that he was

kneeling on the carpet, his face to the fabric.

"No."

"Please!"

"No.  You had all year to read that play.  Time and again I asked people to stay

and ask questions and hardly anyone ever did."

"You mean I have to do ryunen?"
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Dave didn't know the word.  "What's ryunen?"  Dave felt the boy thought he

was taunting him, but he really didn't know.

"Next year.  Do I really have to study again next year?"

"Yes."

"But I can't.  I can't!"

"Speak to the school."

Suddenly the boy jumped up, his eyes rather wild.  "All right!  I'll study in your

class again next year!"  It sounded like a threat.  He gave Dave a slight bow of

dynamic hate and didn't exactly slam the door when he left.  He was all suited up

to meet his professors to defend his graduation thesis, and Dave feared he would

make a hash of it.

After lunch Dave stood before the boys taking the regular final-after-the-final

exam and enjoyed their somber alertness as he passed out the three pages of ques-

tions.  He had them seated far apart.  Nobody was going to escape except by the

handle of actual knowledge - no true-false, no multiple choice for these kids.  He

did not wish them ill, but his benevolence was marbled by all the days when they

had come unprepared.

Afterwards he looked up from aligining the papers neatly to put into his brief-

case and found a clump of about ten students standing morosely near his lectern.

The boy directly in front of him spoke.

"Sensei, what if we don't pass this?"

"You might."

"No, I won't."

"Well, I guess you don't pass then."  (You don't pass if you don't pass.  That fol-

lows, doesn't it?)

"Dame?"

"Dame is dame."  Dave tried not to feel like now he was finally on the power

side of life, but it felt like real power and he was enjoying it.  But why not?

Vengeance is mine saith the put-upon teacher.  You are now in a little trap of your
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own making, my mouse.

"But teacher," persisted the mouse, "I was present every time." 

"And did you ask questions?  Did you do your homework?  Your body was

here, not your head."

"But can't I write a report?"

"No, I don't want any reports."  

"What can I do then?"

"Study harder next year."

"But I have to graduate!  I have a job waiting!"

"And I have a job too.  My job is teaching English and I tried all year to do it.

Did you try?  You were one of those guys who walked out when I tried to give

individual help."  Dave's breath seemed a little short and he tried to inhale deeply,

slowly.

The student stood there.  Then he looked at the boy next to him.  "You're fourth

year, aren't you?"

The boy nodded.

"Speak to him then."

This boy had a much quieter, more reasoned voice.  "Sir, we thought your les-

sons were very interesting.  You did things we never do in our other classes..."

"Uh oh", Dave thought.

"... and although we have failed the test, it is usually customary for teachers to

give us another chance."

Dave bristled.  "This is the another chance.  The final was last time.  If you fail

the final and the second final what can I say?"

"But" - the first boy again - "we're fourth year students.  We have to graduate.

We have jobs in April."

"I don't know about that.  All I know is tht people who fail my tests don't pass

my course."

"But the Japanese teachers help us."
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"As you notice, I'm not Japanese.  Anyhow, maybe you passed."

"No.  I didn't."  The boy stood there doggedly.  Dave had to admire his refusal

to sink.  His ship was so sunk he was practically standing on water.  Dave wanted

to help him, but he couldn't.

It was close to three and Dave needed to get the papers graded.  He dismissed

the anxious boys, telling them the results would be ready at the business office by

five.  He went to the empty teachers's room and occupied a table, the sunshine

warm on his back, and he red-penned their fate, paper after paper.  For every pass-

ing test there were seven or eight failures.  They didn't know who Bill Oliver was.

They didn't know Bernard.  Some thought Biff was Happy's father.  One paper got

a two and it belonged to the unsinkable boy, suddenly so loquacious.

Two and three hours went by.  After five a secretary from the office appeared to

inquire, and Dave commandeered her to help check his recording of the grades.

The sun set and the lights had been on for awhile when two boys materialized and

stood in the doorway.  The secretary made as if to shoo them away, but Dave

intervened and asked what they wanted.  One of them, it seemed, had never regis-

tered for his course but had come to the classes.  The business office had conse-

quently not notified him of his course grade or of the second final examination,

and he knew of them only from his friend.  And, oh Sir, please was there no way

Dave could help him?

"Are you a fourth year student?" the secretary asked.

"Yes."  He was twisting his coat sleeve.  "Oh, please, could I write a report,

Sir?"

Dave experienced a sudden surge of deja vu.  In his previous twenty years of

non-university teaching, no one had ever requested - let along begged - permission

to write a report for him.  He was face to face with the second known potential

failure of the day and it was up to him to stick in the knife or not.  The boy stood

looking at him,  the boy's friend stood looking at him, and the secretary across the

table sat looking at him.  Dave didn't feel powerful.  He felt weak and alone.
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"Okay.  I'll give another test."

"Everyone beamed and Dave's whole day had been wasted and he was going to

have to come again.  In his frustration he allowed himself a bit of cruelty, howev-

er, and had the secretary summon the boys from the office.  She called on the

phone and they arrived so quickly they must have run..  They stood nervously

before the table.

"You want to know your grades?"

They nodded as if they didn't.

"Okay, sixty is passing.  Shimazaki, you got a sixty-one.  Kawamura, you got

forty-six.  Okazaki got twenty-five."  When he came to Nakamura, the unsinkable,

though, he said only, "You didn't pass."

No one spoke.

Dave stared at Okazaki.  "Are you happy?"  Okazaki shook his head.

"Kawamura, you happy?"

"No."

"Kawamura looked as if he might cry so Dave hastened on.  "All right.  I'll give

another test.  Is that okay?"

That was okay.  He told them it would be very general.  In fact, it would be

"Tell me everything you know about Death of a Salesman."

When he left the room Dave saw several of the boys talking in a knot in the hall.

They spotted him and smiled, bobbing their heads.  "Thank you, teacher.  Thank

you!"  He smiled too and told them to be sure to study hard.  They weren't bad

guys, he knew, and he felt friendly towards them in spite of himself.  Only, why

couldn't they have studied when they were supposed to?"

On the train home he just sat for the hour, unable to think.  He knew what he

had done, and he knew where he had deviated from what he had intended to do,

and still he couldn't think how he could have done differently.  It was surreal and

he felt like one of Dali's melted watches.  The train stopped at the stations in the

city and crowds swarmed in and it was better sitting alone in a crowd than sitting
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alone by himself.

All trains lead back to the university and the next week he stood again before

his felons who he hoped would have studied enough to release him.  He was pre-

pared to accept a full page of almost any ghostly resemblance to the play, and

when several boys started on a second page he went and collected their papers and

dismissed them with a word of good cheer.  One boy had fallen asleep on his

paper and Dave woke him gently so the boy would have his full page.

When he called time they all came up and handed in their papers.  Two, however,

hung back and approached him together.

"Sensei, we couldn't write anything."  It was true.  He saw only their names and

student numbers.  He hoped this wasn't the preamble to a plea for clemency, but

he knew better.  He had them, the archoffenders who never cracked the book, not

even for a final.  He didn't feel vindictive anymore, but he wasn't going to com-

promise.

"Sensei, could we write a report?"

"No, no reports.  You can't do anything."

"But is there no way?"

"No.  This is the third final.  Nobody gives three finals.  How can you ask for

anything?"

They stood there, unable to answer, but unable also to leave.  The silence grew

awkward and Dave arranged his papers unnecessarily.  "Anything else?"

"No, Sir."

"Then I have to grade these."  Dave walked around them to the door.

"Thank you, Sensei."

Dave didn't know how to reply so he didn't say anything.

Alone in the teachers' room again he commenced on the stack, skimming prose

and sort-of prose and Arthur Miller prose.  Some boys had memorized large

swatches verbatim, so much in some cases that he suspected foul play but he

didn't care anymore.
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After a little he heard someone enter the outer room and knew it was probably

for him but he kept on grading.  Then there was a double knock on the open door.

An older man in a necktie stood there.  He had large intelligent eyes.

"Excuse me, Bradley Sensei..."

Dave jumped up.  "Yes?"

Who it turned out to be was the boys' head professor and he appreciated and

regretted all the trouble they had given Dave and he understood Dave's position

exactly, exactly.

Dave waited, knowing what the professor was going to say.

It came.  "Does Bradley Sensei think it might conceivably be possible for the

two boys to write a report?"

Report writing appeared to be the Japanese university equivalant of a deus ex

machina.  Dave shook his head.  "Unfortunately, no."

"Because they are fourth year students and if they don't graduate they will lose

the jobs they have found.  Jobs are extremely hard to come by this year."

"But they didn't fulfill the conditions to pass my course.  The university asks me

to evaluate students.  I don't like grading people, but I have to do it.  I would much

rather sit around with the boys and talk about the play, but they won't do their part.

And if the boys next year know they don't have to pass my examinations it will be

very bad for me."

Dave was patient and the professor was patient, but finally the man said he

understood and was sorry to have troubled Dave.  He half-smiled when he bowed,

but as he turned his face was set and worried.

The next morning Dave daydreamed of how the following year at school would

be.  Boys would know that they could really fail a course and really not be able to

enter the companies they had found to work at.  They would know they really had

to study and really had to do their homework.  Life seemed rosy.  Dave had

cracked the system.

But systems do not suffer their crackers gladly and when he returned from an
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errand there had been a phone call.  His wife said the gist had been that Dave was

within his rights, but that it could all come back to him if he remained adamant.

The call had been from his supervisor.

At first Dave was all fire, a hillside of dry grass and pines aflame, and his wife

begged him to wait a while before returning the call.  She soothed him with coffee

and with cake she had baked for the next day.  Teaching at the university ws a

good job.  It paid well.  Were the boys so important he was willing to sacrifice his

job over them?

In the end practicality took over.  Yes, he would accept a report.  It was a small

but significant capitulation.  Dave gave up principles in return for his job, and the

two boys got to keep their rendezvous with the blue suit life.  But like Samson

waiting for a chance at the twin pillars, Dave had a plan.  It was a plan to help

those who would heed, but also a plan to ram a knife deep into the philosophy of

adjustable excellence.

The next year he would give twenty little tests worth four points each, and a

very hard final examination worth twenty points.  The little tests would be keyed

to the reading assignment of the week, and the final to the entire story.  Sixty

points would be passing.  The ants would learn wisdom quickly, but the grasshop-

pers would sing and dance and realize only too late that they had squandered

forty-one points and had entered the quicksand zone where no professor could res-

cue them.  Dave would have cautioned them, but it would happen anyway.

Spring, which knew nothing of Arthur Miller or of boys writing reports in lieu

of passing tests, had breathed upon Dave's small garden, and the plum blossoms

glistened white and fragrant.  The bulbs his wife had planted in pots the previous

October had sent shoots poking up, and there was an uguisu which haunted the

hedge and sang in the mornings, about the time Dave lay thinking of getting up.

But his concession lived in the damp soil of the garden also, neighbor to the plum

and the tulip shoots and the uguisu of the beautiful song.

He did not know them yet, but knew only that there would be such boys, boys
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who will not work because they know their professors will bail them out.  They

did not know him, and he did not know them, but he had his hands on the pillars,

waiting, and next year when the plum flowers were white and the uguisu slipped

through the hedge they would know him better than any other person in their

young lives.
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