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1. August.	  Effing	  Rules.	  

 
 
 

One minute to the bell. A cold trickle of dread spelled out what Ava didn’t want 

to admit: I am going to fail. 

In a secondhand blouse that had seemed like a good idea that morning, she now 

saw herself as she appeared: Shabby, and, what was the word? White.  

The room was small for a high school, or maybe these teenagers took up more 

space—voices louder, gestures bigger. Amid tables that still bore the indelible marks of 

old graffiti, students flashed gold veneers when they spoke, boys dangled price tags from 

their ball caps, and girls strutted in stiletto heels. Ava looked as if she should be ringing 

up customers at Wal-Mart.   

Open your mind. You wanted diversity. You wanted different. But the different 

she’d envisioned included different skin tones and different foods. These students used 

slang words and gestures she didn’t understand. They were confident insiders, name-

dropping neighborhoods she didn’t know, people she’d never heard of, and the numbers 

of bus lines as if referencing old friends: “49 be crackin’ this morning.” She hadn’t 

anticipated she’d be the one who was different. She glanced at the carpet, oddly dirty for 

the start of a school year. Her eyes traced an unraveling seam down the center of the 

room.  What if they saw right through her? 

 “You want first and last name?” Charnikka bent over her nametag, her short 

braids pulled into tight rows.  

“Just your first. Or whatever you like to be called.”  
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Charnikka grunted. “You need more room on these.” She paused to give Ava a 

look. “I’ma be late to school sometimes. The lady tell you? She said it was fine.” Her 

eyes narrowed. “I best not be getting no truancy letters.”  

 “For being late to school?” Wasn’t that the definition of truant? “I’ll ask. What 

lady was that? The principal?” 

“White lady. One who signed me up. My momma can’t be watching my daughter 

Tuesdays and Wednesdays. I gotta take three busses to my auntie house to drop her off. 

She in South San Francisco, so I’ma be late.” 

“Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Got it.” A baby, white lady, busses. At 28, Ava 

Llewellyn didn’t have any children. She’d never taught in a place where students 

distinguished themselves from staff by the single word white. And what would Charnikka 

say if she knew her new teacher was terrified of riding the city bus, afraid the driver or 

other passengers would berate her when she got it wrong? Ava had had enough of 

yelling. 

Thirty seconds until the bell. To her left, a small student sat quietly, his face 

obscured under an oversize hoodie. Here was the calm that she so clearly lacked. His 

nametag read: The General.  

Behind him, sunlight fought through rows of tangled blinds, letting in the heat 

along with glimpses of San Francisco’s famous Victorians across the street. It had only 

been an hour since Ava had looked out over that view, the sun rising on an empty 

classroom, and felt a sense of hope and confidence.  

She was a fool. 
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She saw now that the past three years teaching in the backwoods of Washington 

State didn’t mean anything. She knew cows on the baseball field. Students’ hands raw 

from shifts at the dairy. The only busses there were school busses, and vehicles that drove 

the dirt roads were a patchwork of junkyard parts. Cars here were all the same color. 

They had a shine. These kids had shine. She was a rusted Impala with blue and green 

doors. 

Another girl held out her course schedule. Ava peered at the paper, then pointed 

to the girl’s name. “How do you pronounce it?” 

“Kabernay.”  

Like the wine? That couldn’t be right. “I’m sorry—Will you say your name again, 

please?” 

The girl put a hand on her hip. “Cab-er-nay.”  

It was right. “Glad to have you in class. Here’s a nametag. Just write whatever 

you like to be called.” 

Any other start of school, she’d recount her adrenaline and students’ personalities 

to Dan over dinner. He’d laugh at the parts where she confessed her anxiety, and on good 

days she could find the humor too. Then they’d take a walk out back among the towering 

evergreens, earthy moss mingling with the scent of minty gum that was as much a part of 

Dan as his trickle-down demeanor. But neither Dan nor the evergreens were in San 

Francisco, and he wouldn’t share a stick of gum with her now if she paid him. She’d 

wanted different, and she got it. And there was no way to get back what she had.  

Kabernay stared at her.  

“Just your first name on the nametag.”  
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“I need my schedule back.” 

“Right. Sorry.” 

A kid with a round, shaved head glanced over. Still wearing a puffy jacket, he 

fiddled with the fan, trying to get it to work.  “Never say you’re sorry, Ms. L. That’s 

some weak shit.” Beads of sweat ran down his forehead. His nametag read: Sean. 

Ava nodded. “Got it. Sorr—“  

The fan started. Sean smiled. He leaned in toward the blades. “Ms. L, I 

aaaaaaaaamm yoooooooourrrrr faaaaaathaaaaaaaaaa.”  

Star Wars. She gazed at his dark, billiard-ball forehead, slick with sweat. He’s 

way too young for Star Wars. She smiled. “I thought you looked familiar.”  

Sean turned to Charnikka, who had taken a seat to his left. “Charnikka, I’m glad 

I’m nooooot yoooooourrr maaaaaaathaaaaaaaaaa.” 

“Fuck you, Sean,” said Charnikka. Her nametag now read: Head Bitch In Charge.  

Ava’s words echoed in her mind: Whatever you like to be called. 

The bell rang.  

 Her stomach clenched. There was no one else to do this. “All right, folks. Let’s 

find your seats and get started.” 

Grumbling, students ended their conversations. They grouped themselves at tables 

according to ethnicity—black, Asian, Latino. The room was full and, despite the fan, 

overly warm. Shifting uncomfortably in their seats, kids sized up their classmates and this 

new school. The class was for students aged sixteen to nineteen who hadn’t passed the 

English portion of the High School Exit Exam, one of California’s requirements for 

graduation.  
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“Good morning,” Ava said. She pointed to the seven rules she’d meticulously 

written on the whiteboard. It was the usual beginning-of-school litany about respectful 

language, bathroom passes, and turning off cell phones during class. “I’ve written down 

the rules here so we can go over them together. Does anyone want to read out the first 

rule? Anyone? Any readers here?” 

Silence.  

“Okay,” she said. “So. Rule Number One—no swearing.”  

“Oh, hell naw!” said a kid to her right. He had a full beard and the word Norteño 

tattooed on his neck. Tagging scrawled across the table in front of him identified him as 

“Francisco.” 

“Is she fucking kidding me?” Kabernay seconded.  

“Fuck that shit,” said a tiny girl, hiding behind a SpongeBob Square Pants 

backpack.  

A tall student rose from his chair. “I’m sorry, Ms. Llewellyn, but if that’s the rule, 

I’m out of here right now.”  

Ava’s mouth went dry. Shit. Now what? 

In an unexpected nod to classroom etiquette, Francisco raised his hand. 

  “Yes?”  

“I’m just telling you now I’m not going follow that rule. That’s fucking bullshit. 

No one can tell me what to say.”  

Ava was confused. In a classroom full of layman lawyers, how had she become 

the nut job arguing to stifle free speech? She edged nearer to The General, pretending his 

silence made him an ally. 
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The masses agreed. “Fucking rules.” The kids shifted in their seats. Some closed 

their notebooks and put them back into their backpacks. 

Ava took a deep breath, searching for why it was that that rule had come up first. 

“But what about in a job situation? Don’t you have to watch your language there? We’re 

in a professional space. We need to act like professionals.” 

“I ain’t no fucking professional,” said SpongeBob. Dark hair bulged under a 

florescent pink scarf. Her nametag read “Paris.” 

“I’m a professional gangsta,” Sean said. He smiled and looked around, sweat 

beads forming on his perfect billiard-ball forehead. 

“You’re professionally retarded,” said Francisco. 

Sean raised his voice. “You wanna see retarded? I can do retarded. In fact, I’ll 

show you retarded.” He rose from his seat. 

“I’m gonna professionally slap you if you don’t sit back down,” Charnikka said.  

Ava let out her breath. I’m so glad you’re in charge. 

“Yo, Ms. L.! I’m a professional,” said a tiny kid near the back. His eyes were 

impish. His nametag read simply, “Melvin.”  

Finally. Thank you. 

Melvin said, “I’m professionally sexy.”  

The kids laughed. Melvin turned to a quiet girl on his right. “Karen,” he sang, 

“Once you go Filipino, you never go Latino….” 

Charnikka snorted. 
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“It’s K-Ron, not Karen,” said the girl, her expression as severe as the hair 

shellacked to her skull. She’d drawn her eyeliner into thick cat’s eyes, lips outlined the 

color of congealed blood. 

“K-Ron….” Melvin sang.  

Ava looked at her watch: 8:59. Class had been going for fewer than five minutes. 

“Fine, fine. New rule,” she said. “No swearing at someone.” She looked around. The kids 

were listening. To sound more authoritative, she added, “Swearing too much lessens the 

effect you were after anyway. Anyone have a problem with that?”  

“Fine.” 

 “Whatever.” 

“Fuck it,” said SpongeBob.  

“I ain’t trippin,’” said Francisco. 

The General remained silent. Ava took it as approval. 

She amended the rule on the whiteboard, feeling an Animal Farm-like familiarity 

in doing so. In the novel, Squealer the pig had amended the Animalism rule of No Animal 

Shall Kill Another Animal to include the words Without Cause. Ava similarly found 

herself amending Classroom Rule #1: No Swearing to include the words At Someone. 

“Good,” she said, as if she’d planned the morning to proceed in just this way.  

She glanced at rest of the rules, many of which were being broken this very 

second and in plain sight: No texting, no playing on your phones, no leaving for the 

bathroom without permission. “Let’s save the rest of the rules for tomorrow. Now I’ll 

assign you your grammar books.”   
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The students groaned, but settled back into their seats. Ava handed out a tattered 

set of Perspectives on Grammar, copyright 1987. Many books had tagging along the 

edges of the pages, the most common being variations on the words “bitch.” Quite a few 

had belonged to someone with the last name of Meoff, first name: Jack. Ava asked the 

students to write their names inside the book covers just so: Last name first. This showed 

that she was in charge. She knew best. She was a professional. Her first attempts at this 

school had not failed.  

A voice in her head said, Fucking coward. 

 


