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Ignorance Training 

. When he spoke, Jeremy Stenci l's big hands were l i ke two 
American f lags com manding i nstant attention. 

Raising h is left hand to about half- mast, he began: 
"Good even ing. Welcome to the Ignorance Tra in ing 

Seminar. It sou nds i ronic to teach ignorance but, I assu re 
you, anyth ing is possib le. Before we beg i n, how many of 
you have never read an ent ire novel? Let's see a show of 
hands." 

" Excuse me s i r," a you ng man spl uttered from the th i rd 
row. " Is th is a joke?" 

Twice Stenci l 's nose twitched, causing h is  th ick- rim
m-ed g lasses to dance above h is eyebrows. I t  was his only 
sig n of perturbation. " I see no hands, so I assume you've a l l  
read a novel." 

"I asked you s i r," the you ng man stood up, " if th is is a 
joke." 

Removing the thick g lasses, Stenci l lowered resentfu l  
eyes to  the i ntruder. " M i l l ions of people have never read a 
novel, and I 'm simply asking if any are here in  th is room. 
Does that sound amusing?" 

"Yes." The you ng man was perspiri ng l i ke sudden bad 
weather. H is neck became s l ick as a seal's. H is pockets 
were fu l l  of nervous f ingers. 

"Would you care to tel l  the group what's so funny?" 
"That's just it. There is  no group. There's no one here 

except you and me." 
The i nstru ctor's sh i rt appeared to stiffin. L ike an aca

demic cowboy i n  a one-sided duel  he moistened h is  l i ps, 
ready to f i re. The vict im cowered, bobbing h is head side to 
side as Stenci l  approached. 

"What's you r  name?" 
"Scott Cooper." 
Stenci l  g lanced around the room, a smal l  room i nside 

the Ho l iday I n n. H e  stretched h is  arms emphatical ly. " M r. 
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Cooper, these people have paid to hear me speak, not to 
hear you interrupt. Is that clear?" 

" But there's nobody else here! I' m the only one." 
Back at the pod i u m, the i nstructor said: 
"My sem inars have always been popular. This one is 

no except ion." 
Open ing the black book, he cal led roll . 
"Scott Cooper." 
"Here." 
Stenci l  closed it and put it aside. 
The big hands, Scott saw, trembled with a k ind of 

electric i mbalance. I f  not for the sixty-five dol lars he had 
paid, Scott wou ld have run out the door right then. 

" I'd  l i ke a volu nteer to tel l  me why they enro l led i n  the 
cou rse. Let's see . . .  How about M r. Cooper?" 

"If there are so many others here, why not ask one of 
'em?" 

Stenci l  checked h is  watch. " I  have two hours to wait." 
Sweat d ropped from Scott's arm pits to h is s ides, as he 

s lumped i n  h is chair  defiantly. H e  heard footsteps i n  the 
hal l of the hotel, tapping l i ke seconds on a clock. An 
even i ng breeze caused the Venetian b l inds to shudder 
l i ke madness up a spine. He thought he was going i nsane. 
He talked almost i nvolu ntari ly. 

" I  signed u p  because of my g i rlfr iend and my budd ies. 
They a l l  say I' m com pl icated and depressed. It's true. I 
don't mix well ;  I 'm too deep for people. I 've done too much 
read ing and t h i n ki ng. I 've al ienated myself with my i n
tel lect; otherwise I 'd fit i n. My g i rlfriend is  beautifu l  and I 
hate myself for being bored with her." 

"So you want to become stu pid just l ike her." 
"I prefer the word ' i nnocent.' She isn't corrupted or 

depressed she's-" 
"She's stupid Cooper. And you' l l  be stupid, too.'' 
Scott tu rned away with chag ri n. H e  was so ashamed to 

sou nd so prideless and weak. 
"Te l l  me what books you've read.'' 
" N ovels mostly. Ku rt Von negut's, J.D. Sal inger's . . .  " 
" H ow do you expect to relate to people when you read 

that crap? The i r  ideas are poison. They' l l  get you ques-
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work television. I f  you m ust read, read gossip magazines. 
Gossip is the f iction of the people. As Laverne herse lf once 
said, 'C' mon Squ iggy, get with it!" 

" Laverne f rom the T.V. show?" 
Pacing wi ld ly in  front of the empty chairs, Jeremy 

Stenci l  said: 
"That goes for everyone. I want you all to get with it!" 
I f  Stenc i l  was insane, he  was the most organ ized 

lu natic Scott had ever seen. H is gestures were smooth, h is  
tone so persuave-Scott envisioned the roomful  of  stu
dents when he t ried. They were there: colorless, b lu rred, 
but practical ly alive. Scotfs second stage of sweat smeared 
out, as it always d id  when he thought about it, maki ng the 
old sweat stale and offensive. 

" M r. Cooper, are you related to Gary Cooper the 
actor?" 

"Gary Cooper? Of course not." 
"You don't say 'of course not.' You say 'no, but I wish I 

were.' Ignorant people l ike being related to famous actors." 
Scott guessed what S issy, h is  i nnocent, gorgeous 

g i rlfriend was up to. Probably t rying to paraphrase her  
Valentine's  card, he thoug ht. I can't get down to her  level. 
I t's  inconceivable� But hopeful ly, I ' l l  learn to s impl ify . . .  

"Are you paying attention?" 
" N o. I was-" 
"Splend id! Th i n ki n' ' bout that void out there. I t's O. K 

Everyth ing is O. K" Stenci l  c lasped h is  big hands together, 
congratu lat ing h imself for th is  new revelat ion i n  the fie ld of 
ignorance. 

Everyth ing is O.K. 

* 

To Alv in  Bungard, l ife was hardsh i p, and each day was 
an i nterruption of sleep. He felt th is  way because of h is  
excruciat ing shyness. 

For years, he felt too shy to answer h is telephone. 
Writ i ng and receiving letters was the only way Alvin could 
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endure com m u n icating. Even h is  parents, though they 
l ived three b locks away, .had to converse with h im through 
the mai l. 

Alvin cou ld afford to l ive i n  isolat ion because of the 
money he had made on an i nvention. H e  had i nvented an 
electric fly-swatter that vacuu med up the f l ies after crush
ing them. H e  spent many hours using th is machi ne. 

Life became unbearable. Alvin tried a "Shyness Cl in ic," 
which d id  not help. On another spurt of courage, he tried 
"Touch and Ti ngle Therapy." I t  made h im vomit. Su icide 
seemed inevitable u nt i l  he read an ad i n  the newspaper. 

HAVI N G  PERSONAL ADJ USTM ENT PROBLEMS? 
IT COU LD BE THAT YOU' RE TOO SMART 
FOR YOU R  OWN GOOD. 
Cal l  Jeremy Stenci l regard ing 
TH E I G N O RANCE TRAI N I N G  S E M I NARS 
763-4478 
getwithitgetwith itgetwith itgetwithit 
ig noranceisbl issignoranceisbl iss 

Alvin Bu ngard enrol led in t ime for the second session. 
After class, he approached Scott Cooper. 

"What d id  I m iss last week?" he asked i n  a painfu l, t iny 
voice. 

"You d idn't m iss a th ing. Don't you remember what M r. 
Stenci l  said? Noth ing matters." 

" I 'd  st i l l  l i ke to know what went on," Alvin explained, 
looking bashfu l ly at the ground. 

"Wel l, it was pretty jocular- I mean l ightweight-com
pared to tonight." ' 

Alvin pan icked. " L isten, could you write down the 
detai ls and mai l  'em to me? H e re, I ' l l  g ive you a stamp." 

After the fifth and f inal  sem inar, Alvin stared d i rect ly 
into Scott's eyes. " I ' m  cu red," he said. 

* 

Alvin's  mother was the hostess of the party. "The guest 
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of honor wi l l  be here soon," she annou nced. 
Without any sig n of sweat, Scott Cooper looked at Sissy, 

h is  i nnocent, gorgeous g i rlfriend. 
S issy smi led into h is  vacant eyes. 
" H ow are you fee l ing?" Scott asked Alvi n. 
"O. K Everyth ing is O. K" 
The two ignorance graduates helped themselves to 

hors d'oeuvres, and went i nto the den to watch T.V. 
" I  can't wait to meet h i m," S issy said to Alvin's uncle. 

" H e's  done such n ice th ings for Scott. S ince the sem i nars, 
me and Scott have gotten along so n ice." 

"As for Alvin," the u ncle said, "that fel low transformed 
h i m  from a sheep, into a h u man bei ng." 

The guest of honor arrived. Alvin's relatives applauded. 
I n  a formal black su it, Jeremy Stenci l  c i rcled the l iv ing 
room, shaki ng hands and gathering praise. 

"I love sem inars," Alvin's mother said to Stenci l. " I 've 
taken semi nars on self- hypnosis, sex and power, and 
sewi ng. N ext week, I 'm taki ng a semi nar on 'how to g ive 
sem i nars.' I plan to -" 

"That's very interest i ng, M rs. Bungard," Stenci l i nter
ru pted. " I  suggest you remove that newspaper from the 
table. I t  may be detri mental to the relat ives. That f i replace 
looks l i ke a good place for it.'' 

M rs. Bu ngard did not object, as he tossed the news
paper i nto the blazing f i re. 

"What are you watchi ng, boys?" Stenci l  asked, movi ng 
into the den. 

" Three's Company," they repl ied in u n ison. 
"That Jack is some kidder, isn't he?" the g uest of honor 

said, eye ing the heavi ly stocked bookshe lves. "Alvin, get 
me a cardboard box.'' 

M r. Bu ngard came i n  a few m i n utes later. " M r. Stenci l, I 
was - what are you doing to my l i brary?" 

" I  don' t  t h i n k  you' l l  be need ing these," Stenci l  said, 
packing several books i nto a cardboard box. 

The onlookers sat dumbfounded, as the books crackled 
away in f lames. 

"Why are you looking at me that way?" The guest of 
honor was warming h is  hands beside the snarl ing fi re. 
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"You want to help Alvin, don't you?" 
After d in ne r  and many d rinks, M r. Bu ngard took Stencil 

aside. " M y  son has always h ad a fert i le m ind. That fly· 
swatter is an ingen ious device. Don't you th ink, at some 
poi nt, he should continue us ing that m ind?" 

" Don't you th ink  you' re beh i nd the t imes?" 
" Maybe so. I n  my day we took pride in our intel lect." 
" I f  you love you r  son, burn the rest of you r books. The 

fu n th i ngs in l ife occur when one loses h is intel lect. Take, 
for i nstance, sexual i ntercourse, or situation comedies . . .  " 

A few yards away, M rs. Bungard was eavesdroppi ng. 
She began to fear Jeremy Stenci l. Cou ld  it be, she thoug ht, 
that my Alvin's been brai nwashed by a madman? But why? 
she wondered. What does he want from us? The tray of 
dr inks that she he ld t rembled, advert is ing her u n easiness 
to the rest of the party. 

"The hu man race is doomed," Stenci l cont i nued. " I t's 
not even worth learn ing about. That's why I barbequed 
you r  books. Knowledge brings truth, and the truth is that 
we' re a dying species. Why not enjoy the t ime that's left, 
and sign up for my sem i nars? Get with it, M r. Bu ngard." 

"You preach ignorance," M r. Bu ngard said. "Why don't 
you abide by you r  ph i losophy? You don't strike me as 
bei ng ignorant." 

I n  a harsh, crazy wh isper, Jeremy Stenci l said: 
"One wise man shal l  rule the earth." 
The d ri n ks f lew off the tray, topp l ing onto the carpet. 

Jeremy Stenci l  let out a discordant laugh, as people came 
rush ing to the scream. 
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