When my teacher asked me if she might visit with my mother, I touched my nose eight times to the surface of my desk.

    "May I take that as a 'yes'?" 

    According to her calculations, I had left my chair twenty times that day. "Your up and down like a flea. I turn my back for two minutes and there you are with your tongue pressed agnist that light switch. Maybe they do that where you come from, but here in my classroom, we don't lave our seats and lick things whenever we please. That is Miss Chestnut’s light switch, and she likes to keep it dry. Would you like me to come over to your house and put my tongue on your light switches? Well, would you?"

     I tired to picture her in action, but my shoe was calling. TAKE MY OFF, it whispered. TAP MY HEAL AGAINST YOUR FOREHEAD THREE TIMES. DO IT NOW, QUICK, NOONE WILL NOTICE.

     "Well?" "I'm asking you a question. Would you or would you not want me licking the light switches in your house?"

    I slipped off my shoe, pretending to examine the heel.

    "You're going to hit yourself over the head with that shoe aren't you?"

   It wasn’t 'hitting' it was tapping; but still, how had she known what I was about to do?

She handed me the folded slip of paper, "You may go now, and on your way out the door I'm asking you to please no bathe my light switch with your germ-ridden tongue.

  It was a short distance from the school to our rented house, no more than six hundred and thirty-seven steps, and on a good day I could make the trip in an hour, pausing every few feet to tongue a mailbox or touch whichever leaf or blade of grass demanded my attention.    He had it all wrong. I wanted to be home more than anything, it was getting there that was the problem. I might touch the telephone pole at step three hundred and fourteen and then, fifteen paces later, worry that I hadn’t touched it in the exactly right spot. It needed to be touched again. I’d let my mind wander for one brief moment and then doubt had set in, causing me to question not just the telephone pole but also the lawn ornament back as step two hundred and nineteen.

.I’d have to go back and lick that concrete mushroom one more time, hoping its guardian wouldn’t one again rush from her house shouting, “Get you face out of my toadstool!” This was a long and complicated process that demanded an oppressive attention to detail.


Arriving at the front stoop of the house meant that I had completed the first leg of that bitter- tasting journey to my bedroom. Once home I would touch the front door seven times with each elbow, a task made more difficult if there was someone else around. Inside the house there were switches to be acknowledged. After kissing the fourth, eighth, and twelfth carpeted stair, I wiped the cat hair off my lips and proceeded to the kitchen, where I was commanded to stroke the burners of the stove, press my nose against the refrigerator door, and arrange the percolator, toaster, and blender into a straight row. After making my rounds of the living room, it was time to kneel beside the banister and blindly jab a butter knife in the direction of my favorite electrical socket.

 There were bulbs to lick and bathroom faucets to test before finally I was free to enter my bedroom, where I would carefully align the objects on my dresser, lick the corners of my metal desk, and lie upon my bed, rocking back and forth and thinking of what an odd woman she was, my third-grade teacher, Miss Chestnut. Why come here and lick my switches when she never used the one she had? 

Her note had asked if she might visit our home in order to discuss what she referred to as my “special problems.”

“Have you been leaving your seat to lick the light switch?” my mother asked. My mother read the note from Miss Chestnut and lit a cigarette.

“Once or twice,” 

“Once or twice what? Every half hour? Every ten minutes?”

“I don’t know,”  “Who’s counting?”

“Well, your goddamned math teacher, for one. That’s her job, to count. What, do you think she’s not going to notice?”

I got a phone call just this afternoon from that lady up the street, that Mrs. Keening. She says she caught you in her front yard, down on your hands and knees kissing the evening edition of her newspaper”

“I wasn’t kissing it. I was just trying to read the headline.”

 “And I suppose...“ “This Miss Chestnut is mistaken, too? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? Maybe she has you confused with the other boy who leaves his seat to lick the pencil sharpener or touch the flag or whatever the hell it is you?”

“That’s very likely, that she’s mixed up”  “She’s old. There are spots on her hands.”

“How many?” 

On the afternoon that Miss Chestnut arrived for her visit, I was in my bedroom, rocking. Unlike the obsessive counting and touching, rocking was not a mandatory duty but a voluntary and highly pleasurable exercise. The perpetual movement freed my mind, allowing me to mull things over and construct elaborately detailed fantasies. 


She rang the bell, and I cracked open my bedroom door, watching as my mother invited her in.


You look like I need a drink, scotch all right?” Miss Chestnut’s eyes brightened. “I really shouldn’t but, oh, why not?” “Just a drop with ice, no water.”

From my vantage point be hind an oversized wardrobe, I watched the two women discuss my behavior.

“Oh, you mean the touching,” I hear my mother say.

“God only knows where he gets it from,” “He’s probably in his room right this minute, counting his eyelashes or gnawing at the pulls on his dresser. One, two o’clock in the morning and he’ll still be at it, rattling around the house to poke the laundry hamper or press his face against the refrigerator door. The kid’s wound too tight, but he’ll come out of it. So, what do you say, another scotch, Katherine?”

Now she was Katherine. Another few drinks and she’d probably be joining us for our summer vacation. How easy it was for adults to bond over a second round of cocktails.


My father attempted to cure me with a series of threats. “You touch your nose to that windshield one more time and I’ll guarantee you’ll wish you hadn’t,” It was virtually impossible for me to ride in the passenger seat of a car and not press my nose against the windshield, and now that the activity had been forbidden, I wanted it more than anything. I tried closing my eyes, hoping that might eliminate my desire, but found myself thinking that perhaps he was the one who should close his eyes. When he caught me moving toward my target, my father slammed on the brakes.

“You like that, did you?” He handed me a golf towel to wipe the blood from my nose. “Did you like the feel of that?”

Like was too feeble for what I felt. I loved it. If mashed with the right amount of force, a blow to the nose can be positively narcotic. Touching objects satisfied a mental itch, but I soon found those same urges could be fulfilled within the confines of my own body. Punching myself in the nose was a good place to start, but the practice was dropped when I began rolling my eyes deep in their sockets, an exercise that produced quick jolts of dull, intoxicating pain.

“I know exactly what you’re talking about,” my mother said to Mrs. Shatz, my visiting fourth-grade teacher. “The eyes rolling every which way, it’s like talking to a slot ma chine. Hopefully, one day he’ll pay off, but until then, what do you say we have ourselves another glass of wine?”

“Hey, sport,” my father said, “if you’re trying to get a good look at the contents of your skull, I can tell you right now that you’re wasting your time. There’s nothing there to look at, and these report cards prove it.”


I took to violently shaking my head, startled by the feel of my brain slamming against the confines of my skull It felt so good and took so little time; just a few quick jerks and I was satisfied for up to forty-five seconds at a time.

“Have a seat and let me get you something cool to drink.” My mother would leave my fifth- and then my sixth-grade teachers standing in the breakfast nook while she stepped into the kitchen to crack open a tray of ice. “I’m guessing you’re here about the head-shaking, am I right?” she’d shout. “That’s my boy, all right, no flies on him.” She suggested my teachers interpret my jerking head as a nod of agreement. “That’s what I do, and now I’ve got him washing the dishes for the next five years. I ask, he yanks his head, and it’s settled. Do me a favor though, and just don’t hold him after five o’clock. I need him at home to straighten up and make the beds before his father gets home.”


I’d like to think that some of my nervous habits faded during high school, but my class pictures tell a different story. “Draw in the missing eyeballs and this one might not be so bad,” my mother would say. In group shots I was easily identified as the blur in the back row. I was a mess.

