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I’ve already told you about what happened on the night of
November 16, 1975 and how I later escaped from the Audy Home
and went to find my grandfather. But once I turned myself back in,
I didn’t have any idea how long I would be there. I felt completely
lost.

I'd heard some kids waited a long time before their sentencing
came up—six months, a year, some even two years. I wasn’t very
good at waiting, and the idea of waiting around day after day with
nothing to do was too much to even think about. I was nervous
and scared of what was going to happen, but the last thing 1
wanted to do is let any one know that.

I was told that I had to go to school, and the Audy Home had
a school built right in. It was downstairs from the rooms where we
all slept and everyone was expected to attend.

The first day I showed up I met the teacher, and right away I
figured he was a complete dork. He was this short white guy with
glasses and a clump of gray hair on his head. He wore a blue and
white checkered shirt and a red tie that hung down to his round
stomach. He had this sort of happy expression plastered on his
face, and as soon as he saw me walking into the classroom, he came
up to me.

“Hi, you must be Alex,” he said, speaking in a soft voice. “I'm
glad to meet you. My name is Frank Tobin.”
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He was just a little bit taller than me, and as we stood together
he looked at me in a way that made me uncomfortable. I looked
away from him for the most part while he talked.

“I knew you were coming. Your desk is right over there,” he
said, pointing over to the far side of the classroom against the
cinderblock wall.

We stood at the front of the classroom, and other students
walked past us talking to each other as they took their seats. The
students were mostly all black, with a couple of Hispanic kids and
one white kid. They looked tough—with tattoos, big muscles and
hard looks on their faces—the type of kids I saw around Uptown.
Most of them were as big as grown men, even though they were
still teenagers.

The classroom itself was large. There were rows of plastic and
metal desks for students, and next to the tall green chalkboard up
front there was a larger wooden desk where Frank sat. In the back
of the room behind all the student desks, there were long tables
and bookshelves that looked a little like the library we used to have
back at Brenneman. Posters were taped to the walls, and there was
a sink against one wall. At the back was a set of dumbbells and free
weights sitting on a piece of old gray carpeting,

“Now, Alex,” Frank said, getting my attention as I looked
around, “if you feel like you want to participate that’s good, but if
you don’t want to that’s fine too. You can sit at your desk and read
a magazine or draw if you want. The rule we have is that you can
do what you want as long as you don’t disturb others around you.”

Frank’s eyebrows stood out above the tops of his thick glasses
and the rows of wrinkles on his forehead were bunched up below
his lump of hair.

“What I would suggest, though,” Frank continued, “is that you
take advantage of this time and learn something, Either way we are
stuck here together, so let’s make the best of it.”

He sort of smiled and told me that we would discuss the
assignment and lessons later. He said if I ever had any questions or
just wanted to talk, he’d be glad to sit down with me.
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As he spoke, I noticed other kids looking over at me and 1
didn’t like that. The longer I stood with Frank, the worse I felt.

“Now, before you take your seat and get started,” Frank said,
“is there anything you would like to say?”

I felt angry and uncomfortable. Who the hell is this guy? If he
thought he was going to tell me what I could and couldn’t do, he
had another thing coming.

“Yeah, I do,” I said, staring at Frank with the best bad-ass look
I had. “Stay the fuck away from me.”

I turned away, walked to my desk and sat down. Frank didn’t
say anything. When I looked up he was at the front of the class
talking to everyone else about the day’s assignment.

Every day I sat in my seat next to the wall and read a magazine.
I kept my eyes down, trying to show Frank that I wasn’t interested
in what was going on in class. I'd look up, though, and watch him
and listen as he spoke to the class.

The other students called Frank “Tobs” for short, and they
listened to him as he walked up and down the aisles. He looked
right at each kid, and when he spoke to someone lots of times he
reached down and put his hand on the student’s shoulders. Frank
looked him in the eye, waiting for an answer or he’d just listen to
what he had to say.

If a student didn’t answer, Frank would nod, say it was OK
and move to someone else or say to the class asking, “Who has an
idea on this one?”

Frank had this way that he’d walk around, pacing slowly with
both his hands behind his back. As he stepped, his head would
slowly turn from side to side, looking at each student. His body
rocked back and forth and his tie swung over the top of his round
stomach like one of those tick-tock things that hang down on a
grandfather clock.

The students listened, but sometimes they’d give Frank a hard
time too. They’d make fun of what he was wearing, especially if he
showed up in one of his short-sleeved, conservative shirts.

“Damn, Frank!” someone would yell. “You robbed one of
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those Salvation Army bins again, man?”

Everyone laughed and Frank laughed too. The jokes weren’t
always about his clothes, though. Sometimes someone poked fun
at Frank by talking about his sex life or what a dorky white guy he
was.

Frank never got upset. When the laughs died down, Frank
always said, “OK, now, where were wer” and everyone went back
to talking about the lesson.

I watched Frank more and more because I couldn’t get over
how everyone listened to him. These weren’t your average students.
Like me, all of them had committed pretty bad crimes, but that
didn’t seem to matter to Frank. He had this way of getting them all
to relax and talk.

They smiled, raised their hands and answered Frank’s
questions. Even though lots of them had these tough-looking
faces, Frank got them to talk. He’'d bring in newspapers and
magazines and get the students to debate the articles. He’d always
say, “Come on now, what do you think of this?” Everyone always
had something to say.

Every Friday Frank brought a box of doughnuts to class. He
placed the box on a table at the front and as everyone walked in,
they grabbed a doughnut and stood around and talked. I didn’t,
though. I wasn’t going to start playing along with Frank, so I kept
to myself. Fuck him and his doughnuts.

On one Friday as everyone hung around the table devouring
the doughnuts, I walked past them heading right to my seat with
my magazine rolled up in my hand. Frank saw me.

“Hey, Alex,” he said, stepping away from the group. “You’d
better get one of these before they’re all gone. These guys aren’t
fooling around over here. They’re going fast.”

I looked up from my magazine. For the past week, I'd been
wanting to try out the weights at the back of the class, but that meant
asking Frank so I didn’t say anything. Now that he was talking to me,
I turned to look over my shoulder, caught a glance at the weights,
then turned to Frank as he bit into a powdered sugar doughnut.
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“I don’t want a doughnut,” I said, “but how about those
weights?”’

Frank put the doughnut down on a napkin, walked to my desk
wiping a line of white sugar off his upper lip.

“Well, that’s fine,” he said, still chewing and reaching up to take
off his glasses. “Go right ahead for now.”

Frank used his tie to clean off his glasses.

“I’ll tell you what—use them today,” he said, “but after this if
you want to keep using them, I’'m going to want you to start doing
some assighments. So, think that over.”

Frank finished cleaning his glasses and he put them back on,
adjusting them and looking down at me.

“That’s my deal with you guys,” he said. “You want to exercise
your body, that’s fine, but you’ll have to exercise your brain too.”

Frank’s face was kind, and I could tell he was serious. Those
were the rules whether I liked it or not.

“It’s your choice,” he said. “It’s entirely up to you.”

Frank went back to his desk, and I walked to look at the
weights. While the others ate doughnuts and talked, I started lifting,
pushing the dumbbells up above my head. I'd seen others lifting
weights too, and I'd heard them talk about how they needed to be
ready for the penitentiary.

While I lifted, I also thought about what Frank had said.

I thought back to when I was at Brenneman and how I'd
gotten straight A’s. I remembered the time that the principal came
to our class one day and told me and two other students to stand
up in front of everyone else. It was report card day, and I felt good
standing up, looking around the room as all of the other students
turned in their desks to look at me.

I felt smart, and I felt like I could do anything, That day
seemed like a long time ago to me now, like it was almost someone
else’s life instead of mine.

The next day in class during our reading time, I flipped through
my magazine. I wanted to talk to Frank, so I went to his desk. He
sat with a book open in front of him but looked up at me.
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“Yes, Alex,” he said in a kind voice. “What can I do for you?”

“Prank,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you about what you said
yesterday.”

“Sure,” Frank said, closing his book, pushing it aside. “Pull up
a chair.”

“Remember what you said about doing assignments?” I asked,
sitting down in a chair next to his desk.

He nodded. “Yes, I do.”

“Well,” I said. “What are the assignments? I'd like to do them
now.”

Frank smiled slightly and nodded, reaching down to open a
drawer of his desk, pulling out a history text book. He opened the
book to a place marked with a scrap of paper and turned the book
around so that I could read it.

“Go ahead and read the first few paragraphs for me,” he said.

I began to read out loud. Reading was no problem for me.

I read the paragraphs easily, not stumbling on any of the words.
When I finished, I looked up. Frank’s eyebrows were raised up
behind the tops of his glasses and the corners of his mouth were
turned down slightly.

“That’s not bad, Alex,” he said, sounding impressed. “Not bad
at all. How far did you go in school?”

“Sixth grade,” I said quickly, feeling like I wanted to smile, but
catching myself. “After that I left home and lived on the streets.”

“You lived on the streets, huh?” Frank said. ““That sounds
rough.”

“Yeah,” I answered, falling back into my tough-sounding voice.
“I survived it. I did whatever I had to do.”

Frank nodded at me while I spoke.

“I see,” he said.

He sounded like he wanted to know more so I kept talking,

“I used to read and write a lot when I was in school,” I told
him. “I got good grades, and I was one of the smartest kids in my
class.”

1 wanted Frank to know that I wasn’t an idiot and that the

203



on the edge: a memoir

reason I just sat there wasn’t because I didn’t know how to do any
of the stuff. I could if I wanted to, but I just chose not to. I wanted
him to know I could handle whatever he gave the class, probably
better than anyone else.

“That’s very impressive,” Frank said. “Tell me, what kind of
books do you like to read?”

“Stories about people’s lives,” I said, leaning forward in the
chair and placing my elbows up on Frank’s desk. “I like adventure
stories. I like when there’s lots of actions and people have to figure
out what to do to survive. I love that stuff.”

“That’s terrific,” he said, smiling, “why don’t I try to help you
find some books while you’re herer”

“OK, Frank,” I said.

Frank told me more about the assignments. When he finished
he said the students called him “Tobs” and I could call him that if
I wanted.

“OK, Tobs,” I said, standing up and walking back to my desk.

Frank helped me find some books, and I started reading them
outside of class. I also started doing the homework assignments, so
I could lift weights as part of my deal with Frank.

Every time I turned an assignment in, Frank told me I'd done
a nice job, even though he hadn’t even read it yet. I thought that
was kind of funny, but I didn’t mind it so much. That’s the way
Frank was. It was the way he taught the whole class. It wasn’t what
I remembered school being like, and it definitely wasn’t how it had
been like at home with my father when I did my homework.

Frank was easy to talk to, and he always asked us to tell him
what we thought. Students in the class all tried to be the first one
to answer his questions, but Frank always made sure everyone got
a chance to talk. He also tried to make sure that no one in the class
interrupted someone else. That wasn’t always possible, but Frank
told us that we had to respect someone when they were talking.

Respect was something Frank talked about a lot. He also told
us all the time how important it was to have an education and how
without that, we’d have a hell of a time in life. Frank repeated this so
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much that we usually rolled our eyes whenever he started saying it.

Some of the things Frank made us do in class seemed kind of
stupid to me at first. But he said he wanted us to try new things and
have new experiences. One of those was taking care of a plant.

He had each of us put a plant into a little pot with soil and
keep the plant over on the ledge by the window. We had to water it,
feed it and make sure it was doing OK. At first I hated it, thinking
that he was trying to turn us into pussies or something, After a
few weeks, though, when the little plant started to grow, I'd come
in eatly to class to make sure mine had enough water. I wanted to
make sure it wasn’t going to die.

As the months passed in the Audy Home, Frank and I talked
more and more. I had a lot of questions, and every time I went to
Frank—ecither before or after class—he’d sit down with me to talk.
It didn’t matter what the subject was. I'd usually pull up my chair
and tell him what was on my mind. Sometimes I’d just sit there
close to him and draw, and that was OK with him too.

Little by little, I started to feel that Frank was someone I could
trust. I even started to tell Frank personal things—Iike that I was
starting to think about sex a lot. Frank listened and told me that
was normal since I was changing and going through puberty. 1
didn’t know what it was called, but I knew that when I spoke, my
voice sounded funny. The way I looked was different—almost
from one day to the next—and I felt weird about it.

Frank always listened carefully. When I asked him what he
thought, he had something to say that made me think about things
differently than I had before.

I learned stuff about Frank too. He told me he used to be a
priest, but after a while he got frustrated with it and quit. Frank
told me he’d fallen in love with a woman who was a nun at one
of the churches where he worked, and they decided to leave the
church and get married. I thought that was really cool.

He said he started teaching at the Juvenile Detention Facility—
assigned to a classroom for automatic transfers, which was the
group of kids like me who were still juveniles but charged as adults.
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He said when he told people where he taught, they’d ask why he
had to teach there. Frank told them that he didn’t have to, but he
actually chose to, which people didn’t understand.

Frank pretty much laid everything out without sugar-coating
it when he talked. I liked listening to him tell me about his life.

I guess in some ways 1 understood what it felt like not to fit in
somewhere and want to go someplace else. That’s what I had done.

On a sunny afternoon in the spring, I went to Frank after class.
I'd just finished one of the books he’d given me, and I wanted to
let him know I was done.

Frank was sitting with another student, though, so I waited.

I watched as he talked to the student, this short black kid who
sat behind me in class. Frank looked at the kid just like he did
when he was talking to me. They were talking about some of the
assignments we had done in class over the past few days.

As I watched Frank, I wondered why the hell he did what he
did. Why did he give a shit about this kid? Probably no one else
did, just the same way that no one else gave a shit about me. But
for some reason Frank did.

When the boy left, I sat down in my usual chair. He greeted me
with a smile and asked me what was going on.

“Frank,” I said, putting my book down on his desk, “can I ask
you a question?”

“Sure, Alex,” he said. “What is it?”

“I don’t understand you,” I said.

Frank laughed, but I continued talking.

“Why do you care about all these kids so much? They’re not
your kids.”

Frank’s smile turned into a serious face, and he leaned forward
in his chair, placing his arms on the desk and folding his hands in
front of him.

“Well, Alex,” he said. “I’'m glad you asked that question. It’s an
excellent one, and it doesn’t surprise me that you asked it because I
know you’re a very thoughtful young man.”

I smiled, and Frank kept talking.
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“Let me tell you how I see things,” he said. “A lot of people
are going to look at you and they’re going to see one thing. Do you
know what that is, Alex?”

I didn’t get what he was asking at first. I made a confused face.
He waited for me to answer.

“I don’t know, Frank,” I said. “I guess they’ll probably see me
as a criminal since I shot someone.”

“Right,” Frank said, nodding, “That’s right. People will see you
as a murderer or maybe as a drug addict or just a criminal. That’s it.
But that’s not how I see you or the other kids in this class.”

The late afternoon sun was shining in the windows, and 1
looked up, squinting, catching a glimpse over the rows of small
green plants on the window ledge.

“When I look at you, Alex, I don’t see a murderer or a drug
addict or a gangbanger,” Frank said. “I see someone who has made
some bad decisions and someone who has done some bad things,
things that are beneath his dignity as a human being.”

“When I look at you,” he continued, “I see a human being who
is capable of love and of being loved. You have the potential to
accomplish great things, and most importantly you are a creation
of an eternal and loving God, and that all by itself gives you
tremendous value and worth.”

As I sat in the chair, the sun streaming in through the dirty
windows, it felt strange to hear what Frank was saying. It didn’t feel
bad. I liked it, but I thought Frank was maybe kind of nuts and he
needed a vacation or something.

Either way, though, I knew one thing: no one had ever talked
to me like Frank did or showed me the kindness that he did.

In the months that followed, Frank talked to all of us about
how we were human beings capable of love and of being loved.
He said that each individual is capable of love and creativity and
that we were a reflection of God. Sometimes in class people
laughed when he talked about this, but other times they didn’t.
They just sat and listened.

“Every one of you is deserving of respect,” Frank told us. “I
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may feel that some of the things you have done or will do are not
deserving of respect, but that does not mean that you as a person
are not deserving of respect. We should all treat each other with
respect. Remember that.”

L34

Frank was like no other person that I'd met before in my life,
and the things he said made me think about my life and everything
that had happened. I'd walk around my small room, pacing back
and forth. I’d lie down, stare at the ceiling and wonder what I'd
done wrong in my life to end up here in this place. I knew I'd done
a horrible thing, and not a minute passed that I didn’t think about
the family of the man I shot and killed.

Every day I'd see other kids around the Audy Home, and 1
thought about how they’d done something as bad or worse than
me. I wondered if they were as confused and angry about their
lives as I was about mine.

I thought about whether Frank would understand how I felt.

I went back and forth, but I decided to ask him about it since he’d
always been willing to listen to me.

Early one morning, I showed up at Frank’s class. He was
helping another student, but he looked up at me when I walked in.

“Alex, good morning,” he said. “I’ll be right with you.”

I waited by a bookshelf near the back of class, and Frank
eventually came over to me and asked me what was up. I didn’t
know how to ask about what was on my mind, so I just let it all
out.

“Frank,” I said, hoping that what I was about to say made
sense, “why is that for so long I've had so much pain inside of me?
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