I have been at this for about 12 years now and the list of kids who have  improved me as a person is as long as the list of kids whom I have improved. “ Improved.”

Clearly, not one is more valuable, per se, then another, but there are those that do shine a brighter or whose roots need a bit more water.

One in particular, I will call Gina. I knew her father ( alcoholic carpenter) because it’s a small town, and I also have a tree service business ; so networking is /was critical. Her father had a good heart, like many, but not so many great ideas. 

Her mother was a massage therapist and a maniac body builder. She could bench press like 250 pounds.

Needless to say, Gina came from some tough stock. She wasn’t a slim girl; fortunately she was an amazing athlete. Soccer, rugby, and softball,.

I had the class write biographies and gave them some examples . I wrote one for me, and then I wrote one for Jean-Michele Basquiat and one for Yo-Yo Ma. Actually now that I think about it, I had them write it in the third person. 

Fun

Gina wrote, “ Mr. Smith is like a third father to me,” in hers. I was honored, for sure, but also taken aback by how modern it all sounded. 

Third father?

She would come visit before or after  class or after school with at least one , if not five, other kids whose lives I affected enough to still want to come say hello.

“My step-father tickles me too much,” she said to me one day.

Enter perked ears and furroughed brow and a little panic.

“What do you mean, Gina?”

“Well, he sometimes holds me down and tickles me after I scream for him to stop.”

“That’d not acceptable and I find that story appalling. Gina, I am a NY State mandated reporter, though, so anything you tell me I have to report. Are you aware of that?”

“ I am.”

“Good, let’s get the boll rolling on getting that guy away from you.”

I brought in the necessary people and not too much later, the step-father was out of the house and Gina was living with her Grandmother.

Her dad, when he would see me here or there, always bought my coffee of got me a beer and shook my hand and couldn’t thank me enough.

Great heart, bad plans.

Her mom never addressed it.

She still comes to visit me. Tells me about getting her drivers license and having a boyfriend and high school and all that.

I think I may have become like a second dad, now, or maybe like a first Uncle; either way, it was the first time anything like that ever happened to me.

Reading Hillbilly Elegy reminded me of her, actually, In that her dad was the youngest of 11, growing up in the deep country of the Adirondacks, which can get wild, 

I have not seen her this year, but I know she’ll stop by. 

She better, anyway!

