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Joanna Buffum 

Advanced Fiction Workshop – Final Rewrite 

The Honey Dutch in Her Knockoff Clutch 

 I see the light ahead change to red, so I swerve into the gas station entrance on the 

corner to avoid the short delay at the intersection. A few kids who are walking out of its 

small convenience store wave their hands to the song blasting through my rolled down 

windows. They are holding brown paper bags; probably full of things most people would 

consider inappropriate for the ridiculously early hour, like honey flavored blunt wraps 

and purple Four Lokos.  

I speed through the station and onto my high school’s street, turning the volume 

even louder just to be obnoxious as I pull into the faculty parking lot. Everyone else parks 

here to piss off the new administration, but there really are never any spots left in the 

student lot by the time I get here. Before I start heading towards the building I peel a 

green faculty-parking permit off the car’s bumper next to me and slap it onto mine.  By 

the end of the day it’s usually peeled off again and slapped on someone else’s, but I still 

insist on putting it there every morning. It makes me feel like I actually care about things 

like rules and that there are actual punishments for breaking them.  

 I hurry into the entrance of the east wing, setting off the metal detectors and 

stepping over the legs of a latino couple sprawled on the steps. His hand is clutching her 

boob as if it’s something unremarkable, like a bag of potato chips. They are reading the 

same XXL Magazine and sharing hot pink iPod headphones. The latina girl glances up 

suddenly and I realize I’m staring as we make awkward eye contact, but I keep walking 

and just as the bell rings I hear her shout in a thick Colombian accent, “Fuck off gringa.”  
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* * * 

 Monroe High School is not an institution of education. It is not a functioning 

system of lockers, textbooks, students, homework, chalkboards, and teachers that all 

perform their straightforward roles to foster activities like learning, leading, and sharing. 

The bell that announces the day at 7:40 a.m. is not a symbol of order and cooperation; it 

is only a sound that forces 2,243 teenagers into the same faded concrete building, and 

everyday it perpetuates this dangerous and futile experiment. It’s the gunshot that 

releases the agitated bull into the ring, except there are thousands of bulls and just as 

many amateur matadors who are armed with weapons they are eager to draw but have no 

idea how to use.  

The student body is roughly divided into thirds: one third black, one third latino, 

and one third white.  There are a few quiet Asians but they manage to blend in with the 

quiet white kids and they sit quietly together in inconspicuous corners of the school, so 

for all intents and purposes there are no Asians. Racism is not an issue at Monroe; racism 

is an issue in places where there is a majority, but at Monroe we are all minorities. Or as 

Ms. Dyson used to say, “Racism is only a fear of the unknown called ignorance,” and we 

know everything there is to know about each other.   

Instead, there are simple but irreconcilable differences between us, and sometimes 

these differences provoke us to make stupid decisions. These differences are essential and 

immutable pieces of our identities, like the fact that English was my first language and 

that girl on the steps’ second language. These differences mingle in the hallways, 

clogging the veins of this intricate network of languages, cultures, colors, clothing, and 

class, and prevent it from functioning smoothly. Monroe is not a “melting pot,” that 
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euphemism for America our history teachers use to gloss over this country’s mistakes. 

Monroe may be a bunch of teenagers thrown in a shitty and overcrowded pot, but we will 

never melt together, no matter how often it’s lit on fire.  

* * * 

 I sit down in between Tori and Michaela in homeroom, wondering what the name 

of that girl on the steps is and if I’ll ever see her again. “Some Colombian bitch getting 

felt up by her boyfriend just told me to fuck off.”   

 “Maybe it was that idiot who stole all the clothes out of my gym locker freshman 

year,” Michaela says.  

 “What? I don’t remember that,” says Tori, twirling her Kim Kardashian hair 

around her fingers.  

Several of the black guys who are sitting on their desks a few rows behind us are 

staring at her, talking loudly over one another about the Giants game last night. Dy’Quan 

is one of them, a guy who Tori used to flirt with during their American History class last 

semester who she ended up giving head to in his car. She never acknowledged his 

existence after that. Now she’s putting on a show, curling a long strand of glossy hair 

around her pinkie and slowly letting it unravel.  

 “You remember, that girl who gels her bangs the same way everyday,” I say, 

knowing she wasn’t the girl on the steps.  “Michaela reported her clothes missing to 

Dyson and literally the next day we saw some latina girl wearing the exact same outfit, 

belt and all.”  

 “Yeah, it was ridiculous. I went up to her and was like, ‘You’re wearing all my 

clothes!’ and she just shouted at me in Spanish, so I dragged her to Dyson’s office and 
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she asked her what brand each piece of clothing was and where she bought it. She didn’t 

even know the shirt was from Abercrombie and it had that little moose on it,” Michaela 

finishes. “At least wear each thing on a different day if you wanna get away with it.” 

 “Thank god we don’t wear Abercrombie anymore,” Tori says, glancing over her 

shoulder.  

 “I never wore Abercrombie,” I say.  

 “Good,” Tori says, and we burst into laughter. I know we are only laughing 

because it’s the easiest way to end our conversations that mention Dyson.  

Somehow they all do.  

 The loudspeakers finish the pledge of allegiance, which only three kids stood up 

for, and Principal Stewart starts his morning announcements. I make out meaningless 

words like “parking lot” and “hospital” through the noisy talking surrounding us.  

* * * 

Last Thursday during lunch in the outdoor courtyard there was a fight between the 

largest black gang at Monroe and the Colombian gang, ending with one of the black kids 

getting stabbed in the back of the head with a switchblade. The new administration has 

somehow managed to blame the useless metal detectors while sidestepping the Parent 

Teacher Association’s interrogations about Monroe’s blatant gang culture. And after 

Stewart referred to the fight as “an altercation” over the loudspeakers, we had already lost 

what little respect we may have one day had for him.  

 In the three years I’ve been at Monroe, we’ve never had the same principal for 

more than two semesters. But until last Thursday, we’ve always had Ms. Dyson.  

* * * 
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 In first period ceramics, Michaela is putting the finishing touches on our vase 

while I paint doodles on the old newspaper spread out over the table.  

“I bet we could find Dyson’s mailing address in a faculty phonebook or 

something,” Michaela suggests. “We could put it in a padded box with a card and – “ 

“I doubt there is a faculty phonebook,” I say. I suddenly picture the two black 

kids at the next table vandalizing a house and instinctively drop my paintbrush. I’ve made 

graffiti all over the able.  

 “Hey, you guys making a bong too?” Kyle says as he and Lucas slide onto the 

wooden bench across from us. He’s holding a piece of pottery with a long skinny neck 

that looks like a stack of bubbles, and a round fat bottom shaped like a puffer fish with 

fins, a tail, and a puckered little face.  

 “Yeah, we are,” I say sarcastically. Michaela ruins it by laughing, but they don’t 

seem to notice. “That’s actually pretty good. You putting the hole in it before or after you 

fire it?”  

“After. We’re going to drill it. Aren’t you?” Kyle asks. “The heat from the kiln 

cracks the hole since it’s so small,” he explains, shaking his head like it’s the most 

obvious thing in the world.  

I smile and nod, wondering why boys never understand our sense of humor.   

Lucas starts stenciling the word PHISH in bubble letters on the side of the fat fish, 

his face intensely concentrated like he’s inking a tattoo. Kyle and Lucas are part of a six-

person white skater group creatively called “F6,” and Lucas is the official cameraman 

who records their lame kick flips in the courtyard and uploads the videos onto their 

Youtube channel. It has six subscribers.  
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At the end of class I place the vase on the shelf with the other completed pieces 

that are going to be put in the kiln that night. I briefly imagine how it would have looked 

on Ms. Dyson’s desk, and then distract myself by counting how many of the twenty-three 

pieces are really bongs.  

“Don’t they all look wonderful?” says Mrs. Olivier excitedly, gently touching a 

ceramic ashtray that’s molded in the shape of a pot leaf. I look her in the eye to see if she 

is serious.  

She is.  

We hear something shatter and turn to see a group of white kids explode in 

cackling laughter a few tables over, and she sighs deeply.  

“Wonderful,” I say. There are fourteen bongs in total.  

* * * 

 The drug scene at Monroe fluctuates every year. On a weeknight a month into my 

freshman year a junior white girl died of a speedball overdose; apparently she was 

sleeping over at her boyfriend’s house. I remember hearing the word “speedball” and 

pretending I knew what it meant, nodding my head in quiet disbelief as I stood in a group 

of gossiping sophomores. One of the girls had said, “He didn’t even call 9-1-1 until the 

next morning because he was too fucked up.” I remember picturing one of those plastic 

eight balls with blue liquid inside and a little window that gives advice, reading, “Don’t 

get so fucked up you don’t realize your girlfriend is dead.”  

 I don’t know whether that girl’s death scared everyone out of doing hard drugs or 

just made us better at hiding it. There are always a couple random ecstasy hotel parties, 

and there’s that one latino kid who killed himself a few months ago on the train tracks. I 
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hear he purposely took ten pills beforehand, so when the train came he would be rolling 

too hard to move. Dyson had told me she knew the reason why he did it, and when I 

asked her what the reason was all she said was: “It was a good one.” Only Dyson could 

get away with approving suicide.   

But something that doesn’t fluctuate is the daily hotboxing in the faculty lot and 

trading rolling papers in the hall like they’re our generation’s Pokémon cards. None of us 

think of smoking weed as “doing drugs;” it’s a basic part of the day like chewing gum or 

going on Facebook. Cops routinely bring German shepherds in little black vests into the 

building and sweep through every locker, but they rarely ever find anything.  Despite our 

perpetually glazed-over eyes, failed tests, and missed homework assignments, we’re all a 

lot smarter than we look.  

* * * 

 In second period Advanced Spanish Señor Gonzales pops in a video about colors 

titled “Blanco, Negro, y el Arco Iris en Medio” and disappears behind a newspaper at his 

desk after dimming the lights.  The ESL students, or essentially two-thirds of the class, all 

start talking amongst one another in rapid Spanish. Two kids in front of me put on 

headphones. I pick up the video cover Gonzales placed on my desk while he was 

reaching for the VCR, and stare at the smiling brown cartoon children holding hands in 

front of a rainbow. I point my finger to each color in the rainbow, saying in my head: 

rojo, anaranjado, amarillo, verde, azul, morado, rosa.  

I pull out my phone and start texting Michaela and Tori about meeting for lunch 

when I hear a chair slide on the floor behind me. There’s some brief shuffling of desks, 

and I turn to see one of the latino kids walking over to my seat. He sits down right next to 
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me and puts hit elbow on my desk and hand by his ear in a pointless attempt to block our 

conversation from Gonzales. I recognize him from somewhere, but then I remember I’ve 

had this class with him for a whole semester. 

 “What do you want?” If this random spic asks me if Tori has a boyfriend I’m 

going to tell him she has herpes.  

 “You’re Jane right? With a last name that starts with P? That means Dyson was 

your guidance counselor.” It isn’t a question.  

 “What about her?” 

 “She didn’t tell you what happened right?”  

 “You mean why she left?” I say. And then it hits me. “How do you know and I 

don’t?”   

 “Don’t worry. It’s no problem,” he says, appearing satisfied with our exchange. 

“No big deal.” He slides his elbow off the table and starts standing up, but I quickly grab 

his arm. The Spanish talking behind us abruptly stops, and Gonzales appears from behind 

his newspaper. 

 “It’s a big fucking deal to me,” I hiss, and he whips his arm out of my grip and 

gives me a you-better-not-touch-me-white-girl look.  

 “Vuelva a su asiento José!” Gonzales snaps. The conversation is over. 

* * * 

Despite the seven years of Spanish I’ve taken in the Monroe public school system, 

I’ve learned most of the Spanish I know from overheard conversations in the halls and 

from the storefronts in the Spanish ghetto. Even though the school also offers Italian and 

French, the native Spanish speakers fill up the classrooms for an easy pass and participate 
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over and over while everyone else is lost after the first few sentences.  I’ve seen “White, 

Black, and the Rainbow In Between” more times than I care to count, but I know cállete 

means “shut up” and puta means “bitch.” 

During Spirit Week last year the new principal declared a “Heritage Day” in 

addition to the standard “Hat Day” and “Hawaiian Day,” encouraging us to wear the 

colors of the flags from our native countries. By second period, groups of Colombians 

wearing yellow, blue, and red and carrying a massive flag were parading through the 

hallways chanting Colombia’s national anthem. By the end of second period, a group of 

students from Ecuador, also wearing yellow, blue, and red, had gathered in the main 

atrium and were singing the lyrics to some reggaeton song blasting on a radio one of 

them brought. When the bell rang for lunch, the two groups combined in the atrium. As 

students poured out of the classrooms, the crowd broke into a screaming riot, waving 

flags and both attempting to chant “CO-LOM-BI-A” and “EC-UA-DOR” louder than the 

other. I remember hearing the music and shouting from down the hall, and then being 

swallowed by a sea of yellow, blue and red.  

The distressed principal sent an apology to our parents about the “disturbance” on 

Heritage Day, promising to remove it from the Spirit Week schedule next year. 

Afterwards the Parent Teacher Association made all 2,243 students send proof of 

citizenship to the administration to ensure “all students at Monroe High School are legal 

residents of the United States and contributing hard-earned tax dollars to the school 

district.”  

My Spanish class had three fewer students the following week.  

* * * 
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A rap battle is attracting a large group of listeners on the far side of the courtyard, 

most of the crowd swaying to the beatboxing and wearing red accessories; red and black 

doo rags, Nikes, watches, tied bandanas, and shoelaces. The kid freestyling is gesturing 

enthusiastically and keeps touching the brim of his red fitted hat like he thinks he’s in a 

music video. I linger at the edge of the circle and keep my eyes on my phone’s screen, 

feigning reading a text as I wait for Michaela and Tori.  

“…found the honey dutch, in her knockoff clutch / kicked the bitch out, after she 

blew me / now I’m tokin’ up, with all my homies / givin’ them a play by play / � hinking’ 

how birthdays was the worst days…” and the crowd finishes off the over-quoted but still 

wildly satisfying line, “NOW WE SIP CHAMPAGNE WHEN WE THIRSTAY!” while 

slapping his back.  

A guy with cornrows in the circle whistles loudly and I turn to see Tori and 

Michaela walking towards me. 

“Hey Tori, for a white girl you gotta mighty fine boo-tay,” he shouts, clapping his 

friend on the shoulder and smiling like he’s just said the wittiest pick-up line ever. I 

notice Dy’Quan’s in the crowd, and he looks down at the ground and doesn’t say 

anything while everyone else laughs and turns toward us.  Tori is actually half Puerto 

Rican and half white, but her skin is so light most people just assume her hourglass 

curves are a glitch in the system.  She gives him the finger, tossing her hair over her 

shoulder and inciting more catcalling and whistling, and we walk off towards the bagel 

cart.  

After we get our bagels, we sit at our usual picnic table on the side of the 

courtyard with bits of patchy grass. Hot ’97 is blaring from a boombox on the table next 
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to us, and a few black kids and a latino are taking turns breakdancing on a dirty piece of 

cardboard. It’s the same piece of cardboard that was there last week, and I can see blood 

on it.  

“I think some latinos know something about Dyson,” I finally say. 

Michaela and Tori both stop spreading cream cheese on their bagels and stare at 

me. “What are you talking about?” demands Michaela. 

“I don’t know, this kid came up to me in Spanish class just now and asked me if 

Dyson ‘told me why she left.’ When I said she didn’t he acted like he knew why, but 

basically made it clear I can’t ask him about it.”  

“Fuck that,” Tori says. “What’s his name?”  

“José, obviously.”  

We fall into a brief silence, all chewing our bagels and thinking the same thing 

until Michaela just says it. “Why would Dyson tell some latino kids and not us?”  

 “I feel like Harry when he finds out Dumbledore never told him anything about 

his life,” Tori sighs. That’s one of the things I love about being friends with Tori at 

Monroe. She always manages to make us smile just when it seems like nothing is funny 

anymore.  

I turn to her, seizing the opportunity to change the subject. “You know, I think 

Dy’Quan is still into you.” 

“Who isn’t?” Michaela says. “But good thing none of the guys at this school 

heard you make that Harry Potter reference just now.” We all burst into forced laughter, 

ending our conversation in the same way we’ve been ending every conversation about 

Dyson.  
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The bell rings marking the end of lunch, and everyone instinctively reaches up in 

unison and pulls off their doo rags.  

* * * 

No one is allowed to wear bandanas and doo rags during class hours – or as 

Stewart calls them, “any paraphernalia that could be considered a symbol of gang 

allegiance,” but we all know no one currently at Monroe is actually a real member of a 

legit gang, like the Bloods or the Crips. Despite spontaneous crip walks in the hallways 

or traces of scrubbed red and blue graffiti on the sidewalk in the courtyard, it’s common 

knowledge that if someone’s in a real gang they don’t waste time attempting to get a 

useless high school diploma. They drop out. We know real gang violence is worse than a 

superficial head wound from a switchblade, and maybe even worse than the disturbing 

lyrics to “Dance with the Devil” written in the bathroom stall on the second floor.  

* * *  

Michaela and Tori don’t know that I went straight to Ms. Dyson’s office last week 

after the knife fight in the courtyard. I remember not realizing she was on the phone until 

I sat down in the blue armchair facing her desk and she put her finger to her lips.  She 

nodded to let me know I could stay, and I got comfortable and did what I always do in 

her office: look around at the smiling kids in the Polaroid photographs covering all four 

walls – each one with the same background from inside her office, each kid holding a 

college acceptance letter and looking the happiest they’ve ever been in their lives. 

Looking at those pictures helped remind me that I’m at Monroe for a reason.  

 “I understand,” Dyson had said and hung up the phone. “Don’t you have 

European History right now?”  
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 “I don’t feel like going.”  

 “Promise me you’ll get an A on that big presentation next week,” she said sternly, 

tearing a pink slip off a pad on her desk. Her Polaroid camera was right next to it.  

 “I will,” I promised.  

 “I know,” she had said with a smile, filling out the hall pass. “So were you in the 

courtyard just now?”  

 “Yeah, it was just like every other lunch.”  

 She had leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, sighing that deep sigh she 

always did when I deflected her questions with sarcasm. “Our lives begin to end the day 

we become silent about the things that matter. Do you know who said that?” she asks.  

 “Yes, but you’re just quoting him because he’s black,” I snap.  

“No, I’m quoting him because he was intelligent.” 

I left the office a few minutes later, frustrated with Dyson and her preaching.  

There was nothing I could do. Besides, she was the black one. She was the one who 

should know how the system worked, the one who should know how our differences 

dictated our actions.  How our differences enabled that latino kid to stab someone and 

how our differences prevented me from doing anything about it.  

It was during fifth period that we found out Ms. Dyson had been fired.  

* * *  

 I’m not even pretending to take notes on Mr. Stevens’s lecture in European 

History. I can’t stop thinking going over in my head the last time I saw Dyson. Did she 

give me any clues? Whoever she had been talking to on the phone when I went into her 

office that day had told her something important. She probably even knew she was fired 
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as she sat there and wrote me a hall pass, acting like everything was fine and being a 

hypocrite as she told me to speak up about the things that matter. I turn in my seat and 

look at the kids filling the desks around me, seeing the same bored look on all their 

different colored faces. It’s the same expressions we’ve always had, whether we’re in the 

classroom, the hallway, the atrium, or the courtyard. I start packing up my notebook and 

Mr. Stevens abruptly stops his lecture. 

 “And where do you think you’re going?” The whole class suddenly turns and 

looks at me, their expressions all shifting from boredom to intrigue like a giant 

kaleidoscope. He doesn’t even try to stop me, making me even angrier as I storm out of 

the classroom and out to the parking lot towards my car. Their indifference is consuming 

me. 

* * * 

I’m not even surprised to see the same latino couple sitting on the steps, and 

automatically move to step over their legs until I realize its José from Spanish class. I 

come to a halt as I’m awkwardly straddling them, and burst, “Just tell me what happened 

to Dyson. I won’t tell anyone, your friends won’t get in trouble, I just need to know.” I 

stare into his girlfriend’s eyes, knowing she’s my way in. “I need to know.”  

He crosses his arms but she turns to him and mumbles something into his ear I 

can’t understand. “Just tell her,” she says loudly.  

“Woman, what am I gonna do with you?” he spits, but then his expression 

changes. “Fine. My friend had Dyson as his guidance counselor too, and he told her about 

how he was being pressured to join one of the gangs here. He told her everything. About 

how he was scared and didn’t want to come to school anymore. About how initiation was 
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coming up and he was gonna drop out. She told him to stay in school no matter what. She 

said he should try to protect himself if he didn’t feel safe.” He stops his story and looks 

me right in the eye. “If you tell anyone about this I will - ”  

“She won’t tell, baby, she won’t,” his girlfriend calmly interrupts and rubs his leg. 

“Just tell her.”  

“So last week he brought a knife to school, and when he was jumped during lunch 

he stabbed that black kid. When the school asked him why he had a knife, he said Dyson 

told him too bring it to school.”  

“What?” I start to shout, but control myself. “I won’t tell anyone.”  

His girlfriend looks at me and finishes, “I think they asked Dyson if it was true 

and she said it was to save him from getting kicked out.” 

I take a deep breath and keep walking towards my car.  

 


