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00 O [1] I'was in my third year of teaching creative writing at Ralph Mckee VocationalSchool in Staten Island, New
York, when one of my students, 16-year-old Mikey, gave mea note from his mother. It explained his absence from
class the day before.[] O [2] "Dear Mr. McCourt, Mikeys grandmother who is eighty years of age fell downthe
stairs from too much coffee3 and | kept Mikey at home to take care of her and hisbaby sister so | could go to my
job at the ferry terminal. Please excuse Mikey and hell dohis best in the future. P.S. His grandmother is OK." | had
seen Mikey writing the note athis desk, using his left hand to disguise his handwriting. I said nothing.[0 [0 [3] Most
parental-excuse notes | received back in those days were penned by mystudents. Theyd been forging excuse notes
since they learned to write, and if | were toconfront each forger Id be busy 24 hours a day.[] [ [4] | threw Mikeys
note into a desk drawer along with dozens of other notes. Whilemy classes took a test, | decided to read all the
notes Id only glanced at before. | madetwo piles, one for the genuine ones written by mothers, the other for
forgeries. Thesecond was the larger pile, with writing that ranged from imaginative to lunatic.C] O [5] | was having
an epiphany.l] O [6] Isnt it remarkable, | thought, how the students whined and said it was hardputting 200 words
together on any subject[]

But when they forged excuse notes, theywere brilliant. The notes | had could be turned into an anthology of Great
AmericanExcuses. They were samples of talent never mentioned in song, story or study.[J [J [7] Here was
American high school writing at its best——raw, real, urgent, lucid, brief,and lying. | read:[J [J [8] The stove
caught fire and the wallpaper went up and the fire department keptus out of the house all night.
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