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A teacher’s greatest
lesson: Never leave
anything unsaid

COMMENTARY

I think of him often
every graduation season.
An immense man to my
17-year-old eyes with a
deep voice, long arms and
hair that would cascade
over his forehead like an
excited Russian pianist.
My prep school English

teacher Arthur G. Hughes
(AGH in his written com-
ments). I had qualified for
his honors class by three
years of reading American
novels and a devotion to
writing, albeit clumsy.
Mr. Hughes saw in me

things I was unaware of,
but he would help me
discover. One time, I
scored 680 out of 800 on
a standardized writing
test. Fearfully, I asked if
such a disappointing out-
come would disqualify me
from his class.
“Mr. Malcolm,” he said,

“I wouldn’t let you leave
this class if you scored
200. Now, go write some-
thing.” I did.
Another time I showed

up at his house with some
over-written descriptive
prose.
“Come in,” he said,

donning his eyeglasses.
“Do you want a Coke?”
He was watching football
on television. An English
teacher who liked Coca-
Cola and football too?
Who knew such a thing
was possible?
Then, there was that

unforgettable day in class.
Mr. Hughes had one of us
read a page from a novel.
It concerned two lovers
riding a sled down a very
steep hill.
“What do you see

there?” he asked.
“Two crazy people,” a

classmate offered to
laughter.
“Yes,” said Mr. Hughes,

because no personal in-
terpretation of literature
could ever be wrong. “But
I’m looking for something
else.”
We fumbled with the

possibilities, none of
which were wrong. But he
was still searching.
Finally, someone said,

“It seemed to go fast.”
“Yes!” Mr. Hughes

shouted, snapping his
fingers and pointing so
energetically the hair fell
across his forehead.
We were getting excited

too now. We had the
scent. “But how do you
know the sled was going
fast?” he asked. “Was the
word ‘fast’ on that page?”
No. It wasn’t there.

Hmm. The mystery was
mounting. “It just read
faster,” I offered.
“Faster when?” he nod-

ded.
“As the sled was going

down the hill.”
“But how do you know

that?”
A classmate in the back

had the answer. “At the
top of the hill the sentenc-
es are long. But as the sled
goes faster, the sentences
grow shorter. So you read
faster too.”
“Yes! Yes!” said Mr.

Hughes, whirling to the
blackboard to reveal the
magic formula. He pressed
so hard the chalk broke.
“Gentlemen, you’ve just

discovered form equals
content. In writing. Art.
Music. Dancing. You don’t
need to say it to say it.”
Miraculously, the novel-

istic technique survived
the formulaic newspaper
editing of those days. I
thought about mailing the
clipping to Mr. Hughes,
but decided against it.
Days later, I reconsi-

dered and added a note:
“FORM = CONTENT.”
I received an immediate

handwritten reply:
“To think that a student

would remember a specific
lesson years later is re-
warding,” he wrote. “To
think that he would use it
in his work is gratifying.
But to realize that he would
then think to tell me about
it touched my heart.”
Two weeks later Mr.

Hughes died.
But even in passing, he

taught me another lesson
about never leaving any-
thing unsaid with the
people you love. Some-
times you do need to say
it to say it.
I applied that lesson to

my parents over ensuing
years, never leaving my
love and appreciation un-
said in case someday they
passed away before I could
tell them. Which they did.
More than a half-centu-

ry later, I think of that
class and Mr. Hughes
often at this time of year,
and many others, to be
truthful. There, I just said
it – again.

Andrew Malcolm is a
veteran national and
foreign correspondent and
author of 10 nonfiction
books. Follow him
@AHMalcolm

BY ANDREWMALCOLM
Special to The Sacramento Bee

I had been looking for-
ward to the quiet.
The house in which we

raised six children was
finally empty, save for a
stray Millennial or two.
The SpongeBob Square-
Pants toys had gone to
charity, the Barbie Dream
House was gathering dust
in the attic and there was
no longer a car seat per-
manently strapped into
my backseat.
As the Mrs. and I

pushed toward 60, the
growing stillness felt like a
reward for the decades we
spent chasing toddlers
and scolding teenagers.
And then came Maya.
At least, I think that’s

her name. That’s what it
says on her birth certif-
icate.
But at least once a day

she tells me I’m wrong.
She flounces into my of-
fice clad only in her un-
derwear, some blanket or

sweater draped on her
head to simulate flowing
hair and, with arms akim-
bo, waits for me to make
the mistake of saying,
“Good morning, Maya.”
Whereupon, she rolls her
eyes, tosses her “hair”
and informs me with pity-
ing exasperation that I’ve
made a mistake.
“I’m not Maya,” she

says, “I’m Elastigirl”
meaning the mother in
“The Incredibles.”
Or, “I’m not Maya, I’m

Elsa, the Snow Queen,”
the heroine from “Fro-
zen.”
Or, “I’m not Maya. My

name is Rapunzel” as in
the character from the
fairytale.
You get the idea.
She’s not the first

grandchild. To the con-
trary, at 3 years old, she is
the youngest of 13. But
she is the first toddler to
live in my house since the
Clinton administration.
Not that Mrs. Pitts or I

had expected this. No, we
had dutifully sent her
mother out into the world.
Then the world sent her
back, plus one.
As a result, there are

Barbie dolls in my shower
and Vampirina on my
television and my poor
wife now knows the words
to “Baby Shark.” For my-
self, I am rediscovering
that there is no limit to
how big a fool a man will
make of himself to amuse
a baby girl.
One day she walks in

with this silly contraption
in hand and asks me to
put it on. Without a mo-
ment of hesitation or
proper concern for my
manly dignity, I do. I even
take a selfie and tweet it
out so that we are pre-
served for posterity, me
grizzled and grinning with
a blinking, Minnie Mouse-
type bow affixed to my
bald pate, her laughing
with childish glee.
Besides documenting

my capacity for foolish-
ness, that picture always
reminds me that there’s
nothing quite so pure as
baby joy. Baby joy will
take you out of yourself,
take you out of this grim
old world.
Maya doesn’t know who

the president is, doesn’t
know the name of the
speaker of the House. She
doesn’t know impeach-
ment, doesn’t know cli-
mate change. She doesn’t
know about active-shooter
drills. And I swear, when
she sashays into my of-
fice, her hands planted
where her hips will some-
day be and declares her-
self a fairytale queen,
when she sits in my lap as
we read “Curious
George,” when we sing
together the chorus from
“My Girl,” I don’t know
those things, either.
Someday, the quiet will

finally arrive. I imagine it
feeling like a benediction,
a respite in which grown-
up people finally get to
live grown-up lives in a
grown-up house without
fear of tripping on Barbie
cars while crossing the
bedroom floor in the mid-
dle of the night.
But in its way this, too,

is a benediction and a
respite, a place removed
from a world grown bitter
and mean. A baby barges
into your life and changes
it, changes you, changes
what you thought you
wanted or knew. I get
fresh proof of this every
week when Maya leaves
to spend a couple days
with her father.
The house is always too

quiet when she’s gone.
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Home starts growing
still, but then

Maya comes along

BY LEONARD PITTS JR.
Miami Herald

THERE’S NOTHING QUITE SO PURE
AS BABY JOY. BABY JOY WILL
TAKE YOU OUT OF YOURSELF, TAKE
YOU OUT OF THIS GRIM OLD WORLD.

Water is a basic necessi-
ty of life, but more than
1 million Californians lack
access to clean, safe and
affordable drinking water,
says Gov. Gavin Newsom.
Six million Californians
receive their water from
operators who have been
fined for violating the
state’s clean water laws in
recent years, according to
a 2018 investigation by
McClatchy.
“In many communities,

people drink, shower,
cook and wash dishes with

water containing exces-
sive amounts of pollu-
tants, including arsenic,
nitrates and uranium,”
according to a Sacramento
Bee story by Dale Kasler,
Phillip Reese and Ryan
Sabalow.
Many of those affected

by the lack of safe water
live in poorer and more
rural areas, and a big
portion of those commu-
nities are here in the Cen-
tral Valley.
The lack of clean drink-

ing water seems like the
kind of public health crisis
that leaders in 21st-centu-
ry California would tackle

with urgency. An Envi-
ronmental Working Group
study released last month
said that “toxic drinking
water could lead to more
than 15,000 lifetime can-
cer cases throughout the
state,” according to a
story by The Sacramento
Bee’s Hannah Wiley.
Despite these grim

facts, it’s entirely possible
the Legislature will fail to
deliver on a clean water
solution this year.
Everyone agrees Cali-

fornians deserve safe and
clean drinking water.
They just disagree on how
to fund the necessary

fixes. In January, Newsom
proposed a “water tax” to
establish a $140 million-a-
year stream of funding for
projects and ongoing op-
erations to provide clean
water in affected commu-
nities.
A tax, however, requires

a two-thirds vote in the
Legislature to pass — a
feat not even Gov. Jerry
Brown managed to pull
off. Newsom’s proposal
also encountered strong
resistance, and a state
Senate budget subcom-
mittee rejected it last
month.
Mustering legislative

votes for a new tax is
always a tough sell. But
it’s especially difficult
when state coffers are
brimming with billions of
dollars in surplus funds.
Acknowledging the lack

of support for a tax, a
state Senate budget sub-
committee has proposed
moving ahead with fund-
ing for Senate Bill 200 by
Carmel Democrat Bill

Monning. SB 200, in com-
bination with the budget
subcommittee’s proposal,
would allocate $150 mil-
lion a year from the gen-
eral fund for clean water.
While tax revenues are

streaming into the state’s
general fund at record
levels, why not channel
some of it towards this
major public health crisis?
What’s the value of an
overflowing rainy day
fund when your people
can’t even drink the water
from their taps?
If SB 200 passes along

with the Senate budget
proposal for funding, it
would provide $150 mil-
lion for clean water start-
ing on July 1. If, by
chance, a future Legisla-
ture finds the ever-elusive
votes for water taxes, they
can be substituted in for
the general fund money.
The question isn’t

whether the glass is half-
empty or half-full. The
question is whether the
water in the glass is clean

or poisonous. For too
many Californians, the
latter is true.
The health and safety of

millions of Californians
hangs in the balance. We
urge the governor and the
state’s legislative leaders
to figure out what’s ac-
tually possible and stop
kicking the water can
down the road.
After all, it’s been seven

years since California
passed the Human Right
to Water Act, which de-
clares that everyone “has
the right to safe, clean,
affordable and accessible
water adequate for human
consumption, cooking and
sanitary purposes.”
Of course, the lofty law

— one page long — did not
provide any funding for
clean water. The SB 200
package will remedy this,
and will also allow state
leaders to finally address
California’s lack of clean
drinking water with the
urgency the issue de-
serves.

It’s unacceptable that
many Californians

lack clean, safe water
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