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ONE:  The Wolverine 

 

 Mix equal parts vision and tyranny.  Season liberally 

with pathos, obstinacy, and illogic.  Cook in a small dish 

at intense heat for eighteen hours per day.  Serve very 

chilled.  Garnish with ample helpings of processed sugar 

and caffeine. 

Such was the recipe that made up Dr. Connie Rumsford. 

She had not killed anyone, not literally anyway, not 

yet.  But as principal of newly opened Shadowcliff High 

School, she had made them ponder their mortality, question 

their sanity, and, occasionally, contemplate the essential 

questions of mankind.  This particular problem had vexed 

them for more than a month, since mid-August.   

Three teachers now shared a table at Wingding’s, a 

spacious local tavern whose dark wood interior was 

illuminated by the glow of ubiquitous neon signs and 

unrelenting televised sports, and by shafts of Arizona 

glare injected into the darkness with each opened door.  

For years, Wingding’s had been popular for cheap Happy Hour 

beer, hot wings, and free peanuts, and now it had become 

the unofficial watering hole for Shadowcliff High School 

faculty. 
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A cheer arose from a distant table.  Jimmy Clayton’s 

head swiveled instinctively, but he was unable to ascertain 

the cause of the excitement.  So he turned back to face his 

colleagues. 

“Let me tell you how it is,” Clayton announced, 

sitting tall in his chair.  He dramatically sipped his Bud 

Light as he waited for all to quiet, then began, “I was 

watching Animal Planet last night when it came to me—”   

“—You were watching Animal Planet?” interrupted Bob 

Cockrell, a tall, jovial, rumpled man who moved like a bear 

with sore feet.  “What happened?  You get tired of the 

women’s bass fishing tournament on ESPN?” 

“I watch more than ESPN,” Clayton argued.  His dark 

mustache twitched at the indignity of Cockrell’s assertion. 

“Yeah, you watch ESPN2, too.” 

“So?  You spend all your time watching the fuckin’ 

Rowboat Channel.  I bet you actually know who won the 

women’s bass fishing tournament.” 

“Of course I do.  Eliza Carney,” Cockrell said matter-

of-factly.  “She was my lab partner in college.” 

“First of all,” Clayton explained, grabbing a handful 

of peanuts, “the University of Eastern Oregon is not 

college.  It’s more like Fred’s Camping Outlet.  The 

Unabomber was probably your history professor—” 
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“—Math,” interrupted Keri Tanner. “The Unabomber was a 

math professor.” 

“Whatever.  Second, bass fishing is not sports.  It’s 

like watching a fruit fly masturbate on PBS.” 

“Oh, lovely,” said Keri dryly, pulling her blonde hair 

back from her face. 

“So is that the answer that came to you?  The 

masturbating fruit fly?” asked Cockrell.  “Seems like a 

mouthful.  ‘I have a meeting with the masturbating fruit 

fly.’  ‘The masturbating fruit fly wants me to turn in my 

lesson plans for the next twelve years.’  ‘I have to change 

my socks because the masturbating fruit fly doesn’t like 

yellow.’  I thought nicknames were supposed to be short.” 

“Jesus, Bob, I was just making a point . . . .” 

“And that point was?” 

“It does have sort of a catchy ring to it,” Keri 

decided. 

“The point was—”  His attention was suddenly drawn to 

the TV overhead.  “He was safe, you moron!  What a lousy 

fuckin’ call.”  His gesticulations spewed peanut shells 

into the beer mugs being carried by a passing waitress, who 

eyed him contemptuously as Greg Samson — who taught four 

different classes, coached cross country, and sponsored two 

clubs — finally arrived, slipped into a vacant chair, and 
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casually pitched a peanut shell into Keri Tanner’s 

cleavage. 

They were an unlikely bunch, a group which otherwise 

would probably not spend that much time together.  But like 

those who had endured shipwrecks, World Wars, and Monday 

morning queues at Starbucks, they had forged an alliance of 

survival.  They had persevered through interviews, 

questionnaires, and psychological screenings. They had 

watched the video by master teacher Elden Ray Fong and 

pretended to read every page of his book.  They had filled 

out two hours of District paperwork and signed the 

following statement: 

I, ____________ (hereinafter referred to as “Teacher”), 

do solemnly pledge to be trustworthy, vigilant, and 

beholden.  I further vow to uphold the laws of the State 

of Arizona and to support and abide by the policies, 

procedures, and directives of Sweetwater Unified School 

District No. 43.  Most important, I promise and assure my 

unending loyalty to the Constitution and the democracy 

that is the United States of America. 

 

Having therefore satisfied the late Senator McCarthy, they 

were now first-year teachers as part of the most innovative 

educational setting in the state of Arizona — the newly 

opened Shadowcliff High School.  A school which employed 

block scheduling, Mentor Time, and heterogeneous grouping.  

A school with carpeting, snack time, and Mozart piped-in 

over the intercom before first period.  An environment of 



Prather, The Adminisphere, 5 

 

student-centeredness, shared decision-making, and esteem-

building.  All theories espoused, and now presided over, by 

Dr. Connie Rumsford. 

“So, another week goes by at Shadow Valley Cliff Ridge 

Desert High School.  Which one are we at?” Greg asked as he 

leaned forward.   

“Shadowcliff,” Keri helped.  She reached for the 

peanut shell inside her shirt.  “And no, I don’t need your 

help with this.”   

“I can’t keep ‘em straight,” said Greg, settling back 

into his chair.  “Maybe it’s the fourteen-hour days.  You’d 

think the legislature could pass some sort of law that 

required school names to have some originality.  I guess 

they were too busy sanctioning the sexual deviancy of 

Catholic priests.”   

“My future ex-husband is Catholic,” Keri added, 

offhand.  A slight smile creased her lips.  Clayton was now 

absorbed in a game on the television on the other side of 

the bar. 

“Who’s playing?” Greg asked. 

“WKU and ETSU,” Clayton replied, never taking his gaze 

from the inch-high figures on the television fifty feet 

away. 

“Who are they?” Greg asked. 
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“No idea,” replied Clayton. 

Greg shrugged and turned back to the others.  He was 

tall and tanned, with a thin frame and thinning hair.  His 

sharp features included a craggy nose and prominent 

cheekbones on a gaunt face, softened occasionally by an 

impish smile. As he once explained, “Women don't 

necessarily run away from me in sheer terror, but they are 

always careful to maintain a safe distance.” 

On a TV much closer to the group, a man in an ill-

fitting suit sat in an uncomfortable chair and spoke 

woodenly to the camera.  The words “Actual Client” appeared 

beneath him.  He explained that his was a “real success 

story” in which he had won millions, “all thanks to the 

wise and ethical representation by the law firm with teeth:  

The Lyon.”  This last part he said with great drama.   

“Cute slogan,” Clayton said.  WKU and ETSU were at 

halftime. 

“I went to law school with that guy,” Greg said.   

“Wait a minute,” Cockrell demanded.  “You said you 

went to business school.” 

“I did both," Greg replied.  “It was a joint program, 

MBA and JD.” 

 “So why aren't you a lawyer?” asked Cockrell, 

genuinely confused. 
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  Greg chuckled.  “After law school I was lucky enough 

to get a college teaching position.  That lasted three 

years, and it was great.  Then, when I moved back here, I 

just didn't want to work sixty hours a week.” 

  “How's that working out for you?” asked Keri, already 

knowing the answer.  Greg’s wry smiled affirmed the irony. 

  “At least I get to ‘share the privilege and the 

responsibility of guiding America’s young people,’ in the 

words of some pamphlet I picked up in Human Resources.  

That’s worth something.”   

 “Yeah,” said Clayton, wiping the beer from the lower 

edges of his mustache.  “About thirty-two thousand a year.” 

 While the waitress delivered a sandwich to Cockrell 

and a basket of fries to Clayton, Keri turned to Greg and 

asked, “What were you saying about school names?”  It took 

him a moment to process, as he found himself captivated by 

her sky-blue eyes and curious about the slight bump on her 

nose that somehow made her all the more desirable.   

“One year, new high schools in Sweetwater, north 

Phoenix, and wherever the other one is, and absolutely no 

identity,” Greg resumed.   

“What, you don’t think Cactus Valley, Shadow Valley, 

and Shadowcliff are original?” asked Cockrell. 



Prather, The Adminisphere, 8 

 

“I grew up in this district.  Bonanza High School, 

class of ’86.  Every single school had a western name.  

Eldorado High School was our rival.  I went to Sierra 

Elementary School and Cimarron Middle School.  But 

nowadays, it’s like they name ‘em using those poetry 

magnets for your refrigerator, except due to the budget 

crisis they bought a defective set.  Only had four words to 

choose from.” 

“But our fearless leader was able to convince the 

School Board to make Shadowcliff one word,” noted Cockrell. 

Added Keri, “As she reminds us, every single week.” 

“No doubt about it,” Greg said, contemplating a 

mustard label, “she’s a true educational visionary.”  

Indeed, Dr. Rumsford was a champion of innovation, 

reading educational journals with the voracity of a buzzard 

on a roadside carcass.  She constantly exposed herself to 

the most cutting-edge theories about learning styles 

(“Brain Engagement is No Myth!” Southern Educational 

Review, vol. 1, November 2003), the most passionate 

practitioners of child psychology (“Johnny Hates Himself,” 

Children’s Mental Health Quarterly, vol. 17, Spring 2004), 

and the most vociferous critics of American education (“Why 

American’s Can Not Spell, Journal of English in Action, 

vol. XXIX, March 2005).   
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“Now Greg,” Bob cautioned.  “Be more nurturing.  You 

must be more nurturing.” 

“Please,” Greg protested, filling his glass.  “Two 

weeks ago she asked me to go through all the footage of the 

school being built, and then put together a video to show 

on the announcements.  It took days, then another couple 

hours actually editing.  I thought it was pretty good, 

considering I didn’t have much to work with.  I even added 

music.  ‘School is In’ by—” 

“—Josie Cotton,” Clayton jumped in.  “I know my 

eighties music.” 

“I’m not sure that should be a point of pride, but 

anyway, Rumsford comes in to watch the finished product, 

and I show it in front of the entire class, and when it’s 

over she frowns and turns to the class and says, ‘I thought 

it was terrible.  What do you guys think?’” 

Greg’s parents had moved to Sweetwater when the town 

was still a sleepy suburb of Phoenix, no more than a passel 

of farms just beginning to sprout tract homes.  Back then, 

people still came to Arizona for the healing quality of the 

warm, dry desert air.  But the farmland had long since been 

paved over, and the process of turning fields into parking 

lots had raised a nasty brownish-gray haze, a dreary 

mixture of dust and exhaust fumes that loomed over the city 



Prather, The Adminisphere, 10 

 

both night and day and, on the worst of days, obscured the 

views of the craggy mountains to the east.  Meanwhile, 

Sweetwater’s small-town feel had been exchanged for an 

uptown ambition which remained largely unfulfilled.  Greg 

often described it as “the traffic of Los Angeles, without 

the beach.”   

Now, pristine desert was being systematically 

destroyed, supplanted by massive gated communities that 

abrogated native wildlife in favor of divorce lawyers, 

plastic surgeons, and software entrepreneurs, each lounging 

around backyard pools or inside five-thousand square foot 

air-conditioned plywood-and-stucco palaces while they 

complained to their homeowner’s association or relatives in 

New Jersey about the displaced javelinas roaming the 

neighborhood. 

Greg stood up from his chair and walked past the space 

where the cigarette machine used to be, back when he first 

came to Wingding’s as a college student, before 

Sweetwater’s no-smoking ordinance thankfully made the air 

in local bars less toxic to healthy lungs.  Now the space 

was filled by a giant cardboard cutout of the Arizona 

Cardinals cheerleaders, the team’s schedule plastered 

across the girls’ stomachs.  Greg paused to examine both 
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the schedule and the cheerleaders before he pushed open the 

creaky bathroom door.   

When he returned to the table, Greg said, “Anyway, I 

asked Lydia Scanlon to do some research.”  Lydia Scanlon, 

Shadowcliff High School’s sixty-year-old school librarian, 

was the most brilliant person Greg had ever met.  Her 

insatiable thirst for knowledge encompassed world politics, 

medicine, law, and science.  She knew the words to Lou 

Gehrig’s farewell speech, the Magna Carta, and “Lydia the 

Tattooed Lady” — the last of which she adopted as her 

personal theme song during her wilder graduate school days.  

In Greg’s mind, Lydia Scanlon may have been the school’s 

most valuable resource, a human wellspring of information, 

opinion, curiosity, and quirky genius.  She certainly 

offered a skill set unique to the challenge at hand.  

Greg pulled out several sheets of paper and began to 

read.  “It seems ‘dangerous animals’ is an official subject 

heading in library world.” 

“I did not know that,” Keri said, reaching for the 

salt.   

Greg continued, “An ordinance in Urbandale, Iowa makes 

it illegal to keep a dangerous or vicious animal within 

city limits.”  He read forward a bit.  “Dangerous animals 

include wolves and coyotes, mink, weasels, elephants . . . 
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ah, that’s boring.  Let’s see what else.  The city of 

Aurora, Illinois also includes jackals and bison.” 

“Yeah, I’m sick of bison attacks,” Clayton interjected 

as he cracked a peanut.  Just last week—” 

“—Hey, I actually got attacked by a bison when I was 

hiking in Montana one summer,” argued Cockrell. 

“What a surprise!” added Keri.  “But I’m sure he was 

intimidated by your degree from Eastern Oregon University.” 

“Actually, he was more scared by my pistol from . . . 

what did you say . . . Fred’s Camping Outlet?” Cockrell 

responded. 

“Here we go,” Greg continued, finally locating the 

appropriate page.  “Here’s a list we came up with.  You 

guys ready?” 

Cockrell belched.  “I am now,” he said. 

“Black widow, death adder, barracuda?  Dracinculis 

medinensis, cane toad, Australian tick?  Box jellyfish, 

bulldog ant, tree-dwelling tunnel-web spider, candiru?  

Africanized—”  

“—Wait a minute.”  Jimmy Clayton was intrigued.  “What 

the hell’s a candiru?” 

Greg smiled.  “I am so glad you asked.”  He turned to 

another page.  “Allow me to quote.”  He paused for the sake 

of drama.   
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“Candiru (Vandellia cirrhosa).  Found almost 

exclusively in the deep, dark waters of the Amazon River, 

the candiru is a tiny parasitic catfish, no bigger than a 

toothpick, with an affinity for human urethras.  Candirus, 

which often attack when the unsuspecting human is urinating 

in the water . . .” 

 Beer dribbling from his nose, Jimmy Clayton tried to 

contain his laughter.  Biting his lower lip, he emitted a 

strange “Fzzz” sound, like a punctured bicycle tire. 

  “. . . have an equal attraction to both men and women.  

Upon entering, they immediately erect their backward-

pointing spines and painfully affix themselves to the 

inside of the victim’s urinary tract.” 

Both Keri Tanner and Bob Cockrell instinctively 

doubled up in agony.  Greg noticed, smiled slyly – that had 

been his first reaction, too – and continued. 

“These spines serve two important functions: to hold 

the fish securely in place, and to start a blood flow that 

will serve as the candiru’s food supply.” 

Clayton pounded his beer mug on the table, while 

Greg’s cadence grew more rapid in his excitement.   

“The pain, it has been reported, is absolutely 

magnificent.”  
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“Magnificent!” cried Clayton, loud enough to cause a 

woman on the other side of the bar to miss her shot at the 

eight-ball and then stare at him angrily. 

“Once in place, a candiru cannot be removed without 

surgery.  Unfortunately, since medical care in the Amazon 

is quite primitive, tribal doctors often treat the 

affliction by . . . are you ready for this? . . . 

amputating the victim’s genitals.” 

Bob emitted an involuntary, guttural groan and Keri 

crouched even lower, both probably unwilling to sit up lest 

a stray candiru catch them unaware.  Greg paused for a 

moment to let the full magnitude of agony sink in, while 

two businessmen at the bar pointed and chuckled.   

“Is that a wonderful animal or what?” 

“I think I’m gonna throw up,” said Keri. 

“I mean, how many animals’ descriptions actually make 

you double over in pain?” 

 “I’m sorry,” Cockrell said.  “It is a wonderful 

animal.  It gets you in your most sensitive parts and it 

hurts like hell.  Just like Rumsford.” 

“Basically, it’s a cocksucker,” summarized Keri. 

“Just like Rumsford,” Cockrell continued.  “But I 

don’t think I can give her a nickname that makes my penis 

hurt every time I say it.” 
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 “C’mon,” argued Greg.  “We could all wear codpieces to 

a faculty meeting, and she wouldn’t have the slightest 

idea—” 

“—I don’t even know what a codpiece is,” Cockrell 

objected.  “But I do know what a urethra is, and I don’t 

want to think about some bloodsucking fish living there.”  

Unconsciously, he waved a toothpick for emphasis. 

“Fine,” said Greg.  “Anyone have any other ideas?  

Although I’m telling you, the candiru is now my favorite 

animal of all-time.” 

“I’m sure that will earn you a free pass next time 

you’re peeing in the Amazon River,” Keri said. 

Bob Cockrell inhaled deeply.  “What’s that mascot for 

Michigan State?  The woolavino?” 

Clayton shot back, “It’s the wolverine, you idiot.  

And it’s the University of Michigan.”   

“I don’t watch football,” Cockrell admitted.  “I don’t 

really care.  But a wolverine — isn’t that a short, hairy, 

mean fucker?” 

“I hate their fight song,” Clayton interjected, 

knocking over his beer.  “Goddammit!”  Everyone scattered. 

By the time they had cleaned up the mess, it was 

settled.  A short, hairy, mean fucker was exactly what they 

were searching for. 
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“Henceforth, Dr. Connie Rumsford will be known to one 

and all as The Wolverine.” 

They clinked their mugs together in victorious 

affirmation.  Business completed, they now got down to some 

really serious drinking. 

For Greg Samson, the nightmares had already begun. 

 


