My Most Spectacular Failure

OHN_he was your first love,” my
busband said when he heard the
grisly news about my former student.
And it’s true: John was one of a hand-
fal of undergraduates who've stood out,
@uning my 15 years of teaching, for their
exccllent writing, magnetic personalities,
or unbelievable survival stories. But
wnlike the others, whose education
propelled them out of the Bronx and
into rewarding careers, John was the
t=ombled one no one could rescue from
Bis past. and his flameout was monu-
mental—a sordid verdict on the lim-
= of t=aching and mentoring, of raw
salent and academic self-discipline. As
wf his death last summer, John is my
mmast spectacular failure.

He was in his early 20s and liv-

inc in 2 homeless shelter when he
appeared in my class “The Literary
Memoir” in the late 1990s. I learned
2 lirtle about his background through
Bis writing, but not much. His mom
chased the kids with a belt. His
Father’s Day celebration required a
wrip wo Rikers Island. He had 2 small
@amehter who lived with her mother.
B he didn’t really write about his
Samily: he wrote about Puerto Rican
culture in the Bronx—the suffocat-
#me machismo that paralvzed men
2nd boys emotionally, and the girls
and women who bore the brunt of it.
“Sireets ain’t the place for growing
to politic their lives,” he wrote
in 2 piece chronicling “senseless
methods of manhood.”

I was new to the City University
ot New York, and quickly discover-

Sme that the cultural assumptions and
s=aching methods I'd embraced at

New York University would need an =

gwerhanl. My Lehman College stu-
@=mss are more extroverted, more di-
werse. more interested in linking per-
somal experiences to literature, and
more proactive about how they are
- edmcated than most private-school under-
grads are. (In my first year, a whole class
@eputized a student to come to my office
Before dass to request that I stop sub-
- yecuing them to multiple-choice quizzes.)
“Ihey e vocal and open about race and
@ifference, Sheryl Sandberg’s feminism,
Richard Blanco’s colloquialisms, the cost
‘of printing in the computer center—and
willing to debate it all ferociously.
Softspoken and deliberate, John didn’t
‘emzage much with that kind of behavior.
= did exactly what he was told and floated
ahove the others as a writer whose work
Bad clearly lifted off. He politely tolerated

critiques during workshops by peers who
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had little to offer him. Because he wrote
so authentically about a world that was
foreign to me, I didn’t have much to teach
him, either, and I began to suspect he had a
few things to teach me. Despite my reputa-
tion as a tough grader, I've never handed
out A’s as freely as I did to John; he was the

only student I've ever taught who delivered
grammatically perfect first drafts over and
over again.

But I was his teacher, not his mentor,
and, as an at-risk college student, he need-
ed guidance. That job fell to an endlessly
patient, more experienced professor, who
steered John through an honors program
that led him to get his Ph.D and become a
professor himself. “I had that classic trans-
formation through knowledge,” John said
in a profile that ran in a campus publication
while he was a graduate student. “That this
corner boy from Gun Hill and Decatur
could write himself into existence—that’s
the dream.”
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When I ran into John on campus, T re-
minded him not to lose sight of his writ-
ing—a liability of teaching full time. He
was stilted and opaque (a colleague confess-
es that he avoided such encounters because
he was straight-up terrified of John), but he
responded with a faint smile and a compli-

ant nod. Earlier this year he was hired
as an assistant professor in the English
department at Manhattan College,
scheduled to start in the fall.

DON'T KNOW the full story, and

I'm not sure I want to, based on

what I read in the news. Appar-

ently John killed his mother with
2 hammer in her bed, slit his wrists in
a motel room on Gun Hill Road, and
left a note that read, “I'm sorry.” His
mentor says this kind of tragedy was
inevitable. “Knowing him as I knew
him,” he explained, “one fork in the
road certainly was going to lead to
such a disastrous end; there was an-
other way, but the damage he suffered
in his childhood made that impossible
to travel.”

Not long before he graduated, and
before he swept the English depart-
ment’s writing awards at our annual
ceremony, John published a poetry
chapbook called Purple Five, which I
have kept in my library for more than
a decade, shelved next to Patti Smith
and Wallace Stevens. The title refers
to a five-dollar food stamp, and the
collection—still fresh—reflects on
life in the Bronx of the 90s. The title
poem, about a shabbily dressed pre-
teen being mocked by boys and men
as she makes her way to the corner
to buy milk for her younger brother,
closes with the lines, “In the country,
a red wheelbarrow can be celebrated
for its significance / but on the block
so much depends on how you spend a
purple five.”

It was so John: a little jab at the
elite canon fodder—William Carlos Wil-
liams—he was expected to revere in col-
lege, and a demonstration that he could
invoke it in the service of his own urban
voice.

I would like for John to live on in his
collection of poems, which describes the
world in which he indeed wrote himself
into existence. The one he traveled be-
fore the road forked—and looped him
back, tellingly, to Gun Hill Road. The one
where, it turns out, he was not only teach-
ing me, but knew it. The inscription in
my copy reads, “Professor Mifflin, A few
voices from the block—just ta round out
ya education!” 5
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