Spinning the Bic pen in my fingers, I ponder my future, and how reading Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter has impacted it.  I ponder how my own life parallels that of the protagonist Hester Prynne, and how I can further my personal growth by applying what I learned in reading of her struggles. I ponder how I can possibly answer such questions in a full two-page essay, especially when my damn pen just pooped blue ink all over my hands and notebook paper.

Mrs. Beaver does not appreciate words like “poop.”  In fact, she does not and will not put up with that sort of language in class, young lady.  She told us this at the beginning of school year.  I don’t think she even knows stronger words such as “shit” exist, which is funny, considering Mrs. Beaver is my English teacher. The other English teacher, the one my best friend has, she’s Mrs. Dix.  We suspect these poofy-haired middle-aged ladies do not have completely happy marriages.  We suspect my teacher is having an affair with Mrs. Dix’s husband, Mr. Dix.  We suspect this must be a big pile of poop for the leftover spouses - unless they too are being mutually unfaithful.    

This assignment too is a big pile of poop.  The mess my pen made doesn’t even earn me a free trip to the bathroom; Mrs. Beaver saves the day with a couple paper towels slightly dampened by the water fountain just outside the door.  I sigh, staring out the window at the barely-pruned, nondescript shrubbery outside.  “Arborvitaes” they’re called, I think. They’re enjoying this nice April morning, not me.  Mrs. Beaver’s motion as she redundantly scrubs my desk spews JC Penny older-lady-fragrance in my direction, reclaiming my attention to matters at hand.  I decide that I should take this opportunity to inquire about the essay while she’s hovering over me.

“Mrs. Beaver?”

“Yes?” she returns with a puff of halitosis. She straightens up, hands on hips, ready to assist me in my education.

“Why are we doing this assignment?  I don’t know how to connect my life to the protagonist.  I’ve never had illicit relationship with a minister and as you can see I have no letter of the alphabet emblazoned upon my chest.”

“What about your bra size?” I heard Denny the Dipwad snigger from the back of the corner.  “Doesn’t that have an A on the tag?”

Mrs. Beaver and I, the polite flowers of society we are, pretend not to hear him.  

“Hasn’t there be a time in your life when you felt ostracized from society?”

I glance widely all around the room, then bury my head in my arms and mumble in an overly frightened sounding voice, “Yes, right now.”

Mrs. Beaver punishes my sarcasm with a deep sigh she aimed adeptly and successfully to pass between my arms and reach my nose.  I flee the heads-down position and peer questioningly at her. 

“Well, if it’s such a problem for you, why don’t you write about what your life IS like and then we’ll see what kind of a grade I feel like giving you?”

As she huffs away in a swish of floral polyester, I grin.  It’s some sort of accomplishment, anyway, to get the teacher to change your assignment and then adopt the sarcastic attitude she disapproves of on you. How’s that for some cool poop?

 Two days later, chilling on the science hall Friday morning, approximately two hours before English class and five minutes before the first tardy bell, I decide to read my best friend Aiden my essay.  “I want to get a really good grade on this,” I say, looking him straight in the eye, letting everyone know I mean business with my academics.  “So listen carefully.  If I have any misspellings, be sure to tell me so I can fix it in anatomy with my white out pen, it’s due today.”  Then I commence.  “My life –“

“Listen for misspellings?” He interrupts.

“Well it’s not like I’m going to catch them, I’ve already seen them, haven’t I?”

He rolls his eyes.  He’s pretty used to me and my remarks. This is bad in a way because it makes him a less interesting audience.  This is good in a way because he can also usually tell when I am actually being serious, and he’s still hanging out with me despite “that darndest, most contrary attitude” as my mom calls it, which means he probably doesn’t hate me.  Besides, he can be pretty darn contrary himself.

“Ok, here I go.  I’m starting.  No interruptions this time.  This is it:

‘My life is like an arborvitae.  There are several noteworthy things about arborvitaes.  First of all, if you see the word in print, you don’t know how to pronounce it, let alone what it means.  Second, if you hear it, say it and know what it refers to, it’s doubtful you know how to spell it.  

How did such a tedious bit of shrubbery get such a long, weird, misspellable and tongue-tripable name?  Etymologically speaking, arbor means tree and vit means strength or life.  Therefore, according to the science of words, an arborvitae should be a huge, strong tree, like Red Oaks or something.  There should be a good, solid etymological reason for it not referring to some huge, strong tree, and the reason should involve processes such as extensions, radiations, generalizations and specializations – perhaps a metathesis here and there.  I am not aware of any such good reason.  My suspicions are that the bush stole the name, citing some vague discrimination issues to justify the theft.  It probably belonged to a sturdy pine somewhere in Canada at some point.

I said that my life is like this treacherous, hypocritical arborvitae, but I lied.  Perhaps this makes me treacherous and hypocritical myself, therefore invalidating my own self-judgement.  However, I believe I am merely, well, a liar.  Which does not mean to say I am especially treacherous or hypocritical, because, like Ender said, sometimes lies can be counted on more than truths. 

Actually, I can’t even confidently confirm that vit means strength or life.’”

Upon the conclusion, I glance back up at my friend.  “Any typos?”  I note his eyebrows, which are arching quite skeptically at me. “Don’t worry, I put Card’s Ender’s Game in the Works Cited.”

“You aren’t actually going to turn that in are you?”

I shrug.  “I’m supposed to write about my life.”

“Yeah, you’re supposed to pass English too, or have all your aspirations for graduating with our class panicked and fled?”

“Aiden, calm down, geez, I’m making B’s in all my other classes.  I’ll probably make a C in this one.  You’re not my father.”

“For crying outloud,” he says.  That’s supposed to be a joke.  I always complain about my dad saying that.

I don’t laugh though.  I think Aiden’s actually pissed, which makes me pissed.  I’m just not sure why this makes me pissed.  “The bells about to ring,” I observe.  I turn around, walk down the hall to my classroom without saying the usually “see ya sucker,” and make it to anatomy on time for once.

All day arborvitaes stay on my mind.  I guess they make as good of a distraction as anything else from the general poopy mood of what should be a hope-inspiring, the-end-is-nigh Friday.  In anatomy the teacher goes on and on about the biological processes involved in allergies.  An allergy, contrary to popular belief, does not refer to anything that gives one indigestion, but rather is an abnormal sensitivity to certain substances that are harmless to most people.   So I guess my problem with this class isn’t that I’m allergic to science, and I guess Aiden’s problem isn’t that he’s allergic to me.  Nothing quite that tidy to explain.  

I think I am allergic to arborvitaes though.  In the spring they bloom into big yellow bee-grabbing flowers, invading my nose, drowning my eyes in tears, an overall conquest of my senses.  I should be able to enjoy lunch outside on days like this, but I can’t because that stupid bush harasses me.  It’s April, and even though I am by no means a young man, my thoughts of fancy should be turned to love.  Instead, my thoughts are turned to inflicting revenge upon the evil arborvitae.  

I wish I could burn the shrubbery.  Or, on second thought, hell no.  Heavens no.  Earth and Mercury and Mars no.  That would only aggravate my allergies.  I wish I could enslave the plant in a camp in Siberia, or send it off to Mexico to drink the water and poop a lot.  I wish I could consume it with my hate and watch it shrivel up under my righteous glare.

Those are only dreams, of course.  I can’t shrivel the plant up as revenge because I’m not actually allergic to its blossom or any other part of it.  In fact, it doesn’t even have those yellow bee-grabbing flowers I talked about.  A good thing, because bees suck.  Biologically speaking, one would probably have to ingest an arborvitae leaf in order to obtain an allergic response.  And who would eat an arborvitae leaf?  They don’t taste good, probably.  They don’t get you high.  At least, they don’t get you high as far as I know.  Hm.

My next two classes pass somewhat quickly, possibly because I took a nap through each of them.  I didn’t slumber in English before turning in my paper though.  I’m a responsible student.  

At lunch, Aiden’s waiting for me at the usual spot on the brick wall outside the cafeteria.  We don’t say anything about being pissy at each other this morning, we just pull out our Cherry Cokes and Fritos, etc and chomp away.  I suggest to him that we should try to roll up some arborvitae leaves and smoke them sometime.  The way he looks at me with a tiny smile he only thinks he’s hiding encourages me to continue.  

“This could be our big chance. We could bring on the downfall of the dreaded arborvitae.  We could smoke them during lunch, outside, then act all dopey and hope someone notices.  We wouldn’t get in trouble coz we’re still under eighteen; we could blame all our troubles on a deadly arborvitae addiction we unwittingly fell victim of.  We saw someone on MTV smoke ‘em which made us think to be cool we had to do shrub-drugs.  That way, we could bring on the downfall of MTV too.”  I was almost gleefully.

“Yes,” he says, thoughtfully chewing on green olive.  “We wouldn’t have trouble convincing people we were desparate to appear cool, anyway.”

I nod solemnly.  

“But can I ask you a personal question?”

Again I nod.

“Why are you suddenly against arborvitaes?  Your essay compared your life to them.  Isn’t that some evidence of a negative self-concept or something?”

“What are you going to do, turn me into the health teacher?  You obviously weren’t listening carefully when I read you my paper.  In it, I exposed the arborvitaes for what they are – hypocritically small shrubs naming themselves as big strong trees.  They don’t even look that cool.  And I’m quite perturbed that you didn’t listen better this morning.  My paper’s probably riddled with misspellings thanks to you.”

“Actually, arborvitaes are related to pines.  If left alone, they can grow to be quite tall.  Most people constantly subject them to be pruning, but at maturity an arborvitae can be forty to fifty feet tall.  You should respect them; they’ve been around since primordial days, and can come in a variety of colors, from yellow to bluish to various shades of green.”


My mouth was bound to catch of few eyes as I stared at this boy I have supposedly known as well as myself since childhood.   Where’d he learn all this shit?

“Where’d you learn all this shit?” I ask.


“My ecology class.  We have to learn about how people change wildlife and how wildlife adapt to the changes in enviroment that humans impose on nature.”


“Oh.”  What astounded me further than the fact that he learned all this was the fact that he remembered all this.  “So I guess you pay attention in that ecology class of yours.”


“Yeah… I really like it.  Actually, I’ve talked to Mr. Tinnu after class about stuff; I think I might major in it in college.  Maybe even be a coastal management specialist or something eventually.” 


I had no idea what a coast management specialist would do.  Order around various beaches and shores?  “So I guess being a an history teacher is out of the picture now.  And I guess you won’t be starting up a line of sex toys for household pets with me.


“Yeah, pretty much.”


“Um, so when were you going to tell your best friend of this life-changing decision?”


“I dunno.  I guess the next time the subject of arborvitaes came up.”


I chewed my string cheese thoughtfully, trying not to appear hurt as I wondered what I’d done recently to cause him to neglect telling me things like that.  I wondered what it meant that I’d miss noticing such a change, and if other discrepancies existed too. “Well that changes everything,” I say.


“What, me being an ecologist?” he asked, looking puzzled.  He would look puzzled.


“No.  The fact that arborvitaes would be fifty feet tall if we let them.”

