
Chapter One

			Natalie was the first to move. She looked up at me, her eyes glazed with a bottomless emptiness. “Okay, then.”

			There was no feeling in my head, no feeling in my body, just the high, nauseous tremor that had begun some time ago. “I—”

			“Don’t.” She turned toward the embankment, straining to see the road above us. “You need to go.”

			“I can’t just—”

			“Go,” she begged. “Before someone comes.”

			I bent to pick up the crowbar that lay on the bottom of the viaduct, just inches from the body between us, but Natalie shook her head.

			“Leave it. You were never here, got it?”

			My eyes met hers, then traveled to her bloodied clothing. “What about you?”

			“I’ll take it. You were never here,” she repeated.

			Everything that statement entailed washed over me in an awful, suffocating wave. “I need to know that you’re okay.”

			“I’m okay,” she said. “Are you?”

			I nodded.

			“I’ll take care of everything. Do you trust me?”

			We stared at one another for a long time, far too long. “Yes,” I said, my voice almost nonexistent.

			“Go.”

			I didn’t turn back. I didn’t look down at Jonathan, I didn’t look to make sure I hadn’t left a trail of bloody shoe prints. I didn’t touch Natalie, or even say good-bye, just trusted her absolutely. I ran back to my car, slammed the door behind me, and turned the key in the ignition. The blood was on my hands, on my clothing, absolutely everywhere.

			* * *

			Ten Years Later

			George Herbert Walker Bush Elementary School was a squat building that occupied a full block of South Fourth, right across the street from the Pronto Taqueria and a three-walled shack with a corrugated metal roof. My classroom, D-6, sat closest to the back door on the north side, between Marisol Ayala’s bilingual sixth grade and a generous expanse of brown scrub grass. The walls were supposed to be white but had turned more of a yellowish gray, and the floor was covered with the thin, deteriorating tile indigenous to Methodist church basements. My bulletin boards were covered with brightly colored butcher paper, posters tacked over the ugliest stretches of wall, and a hot-pink diagram detailing emergency procedures hid two bullet holes next to the pencil sharpener.

			Some of the other rooms at Bush might have been more attractive, but mine was a commodity. It had windows. They overlooked the parking lot, but they were windows just the same, a large bay stretching the length of the north wall. We opened them wide on the days it wasn’t too hot or dusty, and even when the weather was bad, I kept the blinds raised.

			For three years, two months, and some odd days, I’d lived in West Grove—population ten thousand, two hundred, and seven—deep in the left armpit of the great state of Texas. I’d lived a lot of places, some bustling like the Chicago suburbs and others quaint and still, like the town in upstate New York where I’d spent first and second grade. Nothing was quite like West Grove. I knew it the moment I’d entered the city limits, and any native would proudly agree.

			I’d taken the job of sixth-grade teacher straight out of graduate school, when the threat of college loans coming due was more terrifying than the idea of transplanting myself into a backward, hyper-conservative little crucible. I did wonder from time to time what my life would have been like if I’d waited for a better offer, but most days, I was thankful for what I had. My sixth graders kept me on my toes, and the pay was decent, considering the outrageously low cost of living. I did tend to stand out like the proverbial sore thumb, but nearly everyone blamed that on the fact that I was from The North and stopped short of questioning my voting record, my religious beliefs, or my sexual orientation.

			While fall meant cool, beautiful weather in some places, it was still hot and dusty in West Grove. As usual, the first Monday morning in October was a comedy of false starts. Collection of lunch money and homework. Forgotten lunch money and incomplete homework. Christian, a lanky white boy with floppy hair and long eyelashes, tried to slip into the classroom ten minutes late without stopping in the office for a tardy slip. He was sent back out the door. We pledged allegiance to the flag in the corner of the classroom and listened to morning announcements. Christian returned with lunch money and homework to integrate into the existing stashes. As soon as we began discussing current events, Selena, the head secretary, returned to the public address system to read the license plate number of a car parked in the fire lane. School had been in session for forty-five minutes by the time we could settle into actual learning.

			After language arts, we went to the computer lab, then returned to the classroom to work on word problems. Lunch smells started wafting through the halls, and as I drifted from desk to desk, helping students through an equation or two, trying to keep the peace, I could hear stomachs rumbling. Mine felt cranky enough to join them, and for once, I didn’t try to quash the feeling. Today was enchilada day.

			Nine days out of ten, lunches at Bush sucked. Sorry-looking meat floating in a sauce rife with grease bubbles, vegetables stewed within an inch of their lives, cakes and cookies with the distinct taste of paraffin. Our lunch ladies were all short, wrinkled grandmothers, and they did not care about the edibility of meatloaf or fish sticks. Where enchiladas, burritos, or tamales were concerned, though, their cooking was to die for. Only three of my children had brought lunches from home, and they wandered glumly to the tables while the rest of the class joined the cafeteria line. Had I not had the teacher privilege to cut, I would have likely wasted half my lunch period waiting.

			Maxine, the shortest, pruniest lunch lady, had just slopped an extra-large helping of cheesy goodness onto my plate when Jody, the music teacher, caught my eye. She was my best friend at Bush, and I knew her well enough to suspect she had something to say. I got a plastic bag of milk, stopped at the cashier, then threaded my way through the maze of tables toward her.

			After twenty minutes of lunchroom duty, Jody’s face had gone nearly as red as her hair, and she was busy barking directions in a distinctly outdoor tone. When I got close enough, she gave me a tiny, discreet nod, the kind that meant I was supposed to wait for a second, then glance disinterestedly in that direction. I ducked next to her, counted to three, then peered around her toward the door.

			There was no way I could stop at one glance. “Oh,” I whispered involuntarily. “Oh my. Who is that?”

			“They hired a new bilingual kindergarten teacher.”

			“Really?” The woman was flanked by a line of tiny, dark-haired children, but I refused to believe she could be a kindergarten teacher. Mrs. Shore, who had been substitute teaching the bilingual class since the beginning of the year, was what I thought of: comfortable and gently maternal. This one wasn’t just pretty, she was downright hot, with thick, silky hair down past her shoulders and luscious, imploring eyes. Her blouse was dark blue, and her skirt was so short that every last one of her students could surely walk straight under it. She looked very young and very frightened. I longed to hold her close under the guise of friendly reassurance. I hadn’t felt so urgently uncomfortable in a long time.

			“Must be. That’s the bilingual class,” Jody said.

			I chewed my lip as the woman guided her students right past us and toward the steam tables. Nice ass, too. Really nice. I glanced quickly around to make sure nobody was watching us watch. Jody’s look suggested that she was merely amused that anyone would dress that way to teach kindergarten, but how could anyone help but be smitten with this woman, even if they were straight?

			“Goodness,” she finally said, smiling and shaking her head. “Save me a spot, okay?”

			By the time I got to the staff lounge, Daniel and the two other fifth-grade teachers were alone at the big table. He descended upon me the second I pulled up a chair. “Have you seen the new chicky chick?”

			I barely raised my eyebrows. Fortunately, Bev Spardo started in with a completely clueless fervor. “She is so nice, you guys. Those babies loved Mrs. Shore, you know, but they really need someone fluent.”

			“Where did they find someone in the middle of October?” Sally Schumacher asked.

			“I think she’s straight out of school, but I don’t know where she came from.”

			Sally nodded. “Maybe she’s on emergency certification.”

			Daniel sighed noisily. “Why don’t you just ask her?”

			Bev and Sally gave him a collective nasty look and picked up their trays. Most of our colleagues were okay, but Bev and Sally were of the ilk who insisted upon calling us “Ms. Smith” and “Mr. Crenshaw,” even when there weren’t any students present. They were both clad in patriotic vests and too-tight chinos. We put up with them, and they put up with us, but we never mixed for long.

			The moment they were gone, Daniel’s eyes lit up. “So have you seen her?”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s all you have to say?”

			The door opened, and the bilingual kindergarten teacher approached hesitantly with her tray, her eyes right on me. “May I join you?”

			“Of course,” I said, clearing a newspaper off the table a bit overzealously and making Daniel’s Diet Coke wobble. “Cary Smith,” I offered. “Sixth grade.”

			She set her tray down and accepted my handshake. Her grip was surprisingly firm, but that wasn’t what made the back of my neck prickle. The disarming, intense eye contact continued. “Tina Flores,” she returned. “Kindergarten. Well, you probably knew that.”

			“This is Daniel,” I said, less to be polite than to direct her attention elsewhere long enough that I could breathe.

			“Fifth grade,” he told her. “Charmed to meet you. You’re lucky it’s good lunch day. Cary never comes out of her cubicle unless it’s good lunch day.”

			I shot him a look telling him to shut up, but the same delicious look of confused innocence Tina had worn in the cafeteria returned to her face. “Pardon?”

			“I usually stay in my classroom ’cause he’s a butthead,” I translated, then wanted to take it back. A tiny grin appeared on those fuck-me red lips, so I continued hastily, “Are you having a good first day?”

			“Yeah, it’s going fairly well.” As we ate, she elaborated on getting set up and on how so many of her kids didn’t speak any English at all. Her eyes mesmerized me; they were amazing in their intensity, amazing in their endlessness. They jumped from Daniel to her lunch as she spoke, but they seemed to spend most of their time locked with mine. They were huge and dark brown with long, thick lashes.

			“Are you from West Grove?”

			She shook her head. “I just finished at UT Austin.”

			“Your bachelor’s?” Daniel asked.

			“My master’s. Are a lot of the teachers from here?”

			“Most of them. He is,” I added, thumbing at Daniel. “I am not.”

			“She’s a Yankee,” he said, wrinkling his nose.

			Jody arrived on the scene with an extra-huge pile of food. “Jody Finnegan,” she announced in her usual bullhorn tone. “Welcome to Bush.”

			“Tina Flores. You’re the music teacher, right? I don’t think we have music today.”

			“Ten o’clock tomorrow. You should’ve had library this morning.”

			“So anyway,” Daniel interrupted. “Where did you say you were from?”

			“I’ve lived in Texas for a while,” Tina began, “but I’m not really—”

			The door opened yet again, and Mr. Dunlop, the assistant principal, entered. As always, all conversation ceased. He jingled a handful of coins and pushed three of them into the Coke machine, watching us the whole time. I wondered if he had any idea which beverage he’d chosen. He retrieved it without complaining and finally sidled up to our table. “Miss Flores, how’s it going?”

			“Well, I think. They’re good kids.”

			“They are,” he said. “They are. Have you gotten settled?”

			“Somewhat. It’ll take a few late nights to figure everything out, but Mrs. Shore did a really nice job.”

			“Well, if you do stay late, make sure the custodians know you’re still here. You want to stay safe.”

			“Someone stays late most days,” I assured her.

			“Yeah, you,” Daniel said.

			Dunlop’s rat eyes shifted grimly between us. “Did you find an apartment, Miss Flores?”

			“Yes. Everything’s still in boxes, but it’ll be fine in another couple weeks.”

			“Good. Good.” He cracked open his soda and took a long sip. Some of it clung to the bottom of his mustache when he lowered the can. “It’s hard to be new in town when you’re all by yourself. I see you’ve met Miss Smith and Miss Finnegan…and Daniel Crenshaw, of course.” With that, he patted Daniel heartily on the shoulder. “I’m sure they’ll help you out and answer any questions you might have. Well, have a nice lunch. Oh,” he added, turning those beady little eyes back on me. “Two fifteen. Don’t forget.”

			I stared at him, surprised. “What?”

			“Check your mailbox,” he said, shaking his head.

			We were silent until the door clicked, at which point Daniel made a face like he was going to vomit. “He touched me.”

			“You know he’s out there disinfecting,” I said.

			Tina stared at the door, a look of unmistakable distaste on her face. “What was that about?”

			Jody smiled brightly at her. “I hear you’re single.”

			“‘I see you’ve met Daniel Crenshaw, resident eligible bachelor,’” Daniel mimicked.

			“Well, you are both eligible and a bachelor,” Jody said.

			“If he marries us off, we’ll stay,” I said. “Dunlop started working on me before I even signed my contract.”

			Tina’s eyes lit squarely on me, and the end of one eyebrow edged up almost imperceptibly. “And you signed it anyway?”

			I couldn’t help but smile. I could also feel my cheeks going hot, so I took that opportunity to push my chair back and pick up my tray. “A rather characteristic moment of weakness. Have a good afternoon.”

			* * *

			I had just a few more minutes before getting my class from recess, so I went down to the office to look in my mailbox. When I got there, Selena, the foul-tempered secretary whose tiny black eyes followed me as if she expected me to pilfer staplers and ballpoint pens, was pretending to take care of something at her desk.

			I nodded at her. “Hello.”

			Selena said something like “Hmm,” and shuffled papers loudly.

			I moved past her desk to the mailbox and saw a yellow sheet of paper waiting in my slot.

			“Oh, Miss Smith? You have an observation notice from Mr. Dunlop.”

			I stared at the pattern on her sweater for a moment, wondering why she was paying attention to what was in my box. I folded the paper in half without reading it and considered thanking her, but her back was to me, so I left the office without another word.

			Since I’d achieved tenure, only one observation was required of me per year, and that usually happened during the spring. Nevertheless, the assistant principal would be gracing my class with his presence at two fifteen. I had no idea what I’d done to deserve the attention, but it couldn’t be something good.

			My original plan for the end of the afternoon was to assign a dozen vocabulary words, then have the kids define them and use them in a short story or poem that they could work on quietly until dismissal time. I was fairly sure I couldn’t do that and come out looking intelligent, according to Dunlop, so I scrapped it in favor of reviewing fractions.

			The instant I wrote an equation on the whiteboard, the groans began. “You’ve got to be kidding,” David wailed. “Fractions again?”

			Mr. Dunlop had settled in the back of my classroom with the stealth of a Navy SEAL. One butt cheek balanced on the edge of a shelf as he scribbled feverishly on a legal pad. I hoped the shelf wasn’t as sturdy as he thought.

			“Yes. Fractions again. Necessary for algebra. First step? Zack?”

			His eyes widened, and he stared at the textbook in front of him. “What page are you on? That isn’t what it says in the book.”

			“It’s not in the book,” I said. “We need more practice, so I’m making this up. First step?”

			He glared at me. “Get the common denominator?” He glanced around warily, as if daring the others to laugh at him.

			Dunlop scribbled so hard that several kids turned to look. “Hold that thought,” I told Zack. “Nestor?”

			“I have the answer.”

			“I know you have the answer. We need to show our work first.”

			He rolled his eyes. “Turn the whole numbers into fractions.”

			“And how do we do that? Cristal?”

			Slowly, painfully, we created improper fractions and returned to Zack for our common denominator. The entire time, there was an undercurrent of whispers, the very sound of boredom. Please, please let me get through this without major behavior problems. Lisa passed a note to Ashley. I thought about confiscating it but decided to just pretend Dunlop hadn’t noticed.

			When I reached to swap my blue marker for a green, an unsolicited voice came from the middle of the room. “How come you always use green for the common denominator?”

			I closed my eyes and tried not to scream. The comment belonged to Christian, and the requisite smattering of girly giggles followed it. “I don’t remember calling on you, Mr. Benson.”

			“You didn’t,” he said. “I just want to know.”

			“Do you have a favorite color you’d like me to use instead?”

			Nestor kicked at Christian’s desk, his eyes wide, and nodded toward the back of the room as if any of us had forgotten that Mr. Dunlop was there. A few of the other boys snickered.

			“How about red?” Christian asked sweetly.

			“I’ll leave it here for you when you work the next problem for us. Where were we?” We continued to work through the problem until I finally asked Eric for the sum.

			“Seventeen eighths.”

			Dunlop snuffled, and Michael laughed out loud. “Idiot.”

			My eyes found Michael before the word was all the way out of his mouth. “Pardon?”

			“Wait, seventeen fourths,” Eric said quickly. “Seventeen fourths.”

			This time, I wrote his answer on the board. “Exactly. Good save. Any guesses as to what answer C is likely to be on your TAAS test?”

			“Seventeen eighths,” Eric muttered.

			“Or two and one eighth. The TAAS people are tricky that way. You caught your mistake, but they know some people won’t go back and check their work. Last step? David?”

			“Four and one fourth.”

			“And can you share with us how you came to this conclusion?”

			He sighed loudly. I was thankful he didn’t add a belch for effect. “I reduced it.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Mackey. Mr. Benson, I believe you’re going to walk us through the next problem.”

			Giggles and a few snide comments moved through the classroom as Christian slouched to the board. I watched from atop my desk as he worked the problem in front of the class and refused to react when he looked at me sideways and wrote the common denominator in extra-large font. When he tossed the pen down with the others and took a bow, David clapped for him.

			He stared at me expectantly. “What? It’s right, isn’t it?”

			“Almost.”

			Nestor giggled. More scribbling in the back of the room.

			“Aw.” Christian grabbed a marker, green, and reduced his fractions. “There.”

			“Excellent. It’s the magical green marker.”

			He cracked a grin as he took his seat. “Whatever.”

			After working three more problems, the classroom was threatening to erupt. I asked everyone to explain one problem to their neighbor step-by-step, then moved slowly through the aisles, pretending to listen, daring to check the clock. Nearly three. My throat hurt, and my shirt felt wickedly sweaty. I wondered if Dunlop was ever going to leave.

			Ten minutes later, I posted the day’s homework assignments on the board in larger, clearer handwriting than usual. I waited for a pithy comment from Christian or Chelsea, but it didn’t come. Instead, Lisa’s hand popped into the air. “Read us another chapter?”

			Damn it. I refused to look at Mr. Dunlop, but I heard him click the cap back on his pen. I could picture him quite well, arms crossed, regarding me with a gloating gotcha look. “Not today.”

			“You don’t have to do a whole chapter,” Will begged. “Just a page or two.”

			Please don’t mention the name of the book. “Maybe tomorrow.”

			That was when the speaker clicked, and Selena’s afternoon announcements ended the discussion. As she reminded us about class pictures on Thursday and plowed through the lists of which students were to walk home, take the bus, or wait for their parents in the cafeteria, Mr. Dunlop ambled back toward the door. “Miss Smith?”

			“Mr. Dunlop.”

			“I’ll leave a note in your box.”

			I nodded as pleasantly as I could. “Thank you.”

			“No,” he said, his smile wide enough to turn his beady eyes into slits. “Thank you.”

			




Chapter Ten

			I KNOW ABOUT YOU.

			I spent the bulk of Sunday cleaning my apartment. I turned up the stereo and scrubbed everything from the shower to the blinds. I did not call Jody, Daniel, or Amy. I didn’t want to talk about it.

			I couldn’t get the words out of my head. When I closed my eyes, I saw them, four or five inches tall, bright red against the white background. The writing itself was nondescript. I doubted that I could recognize anyone’s hand from letters scrawled quickly with paint, but it didn’t strike me as particularly similar to any of my students.

			I KNOW ABOUT YOU.

			Who knew what about whom? Sure, the cops thought it was random graffiti, but I had a nagging feeling that wasn’t the case. I was positive that someone had been through my desk that other day, that I wasn’t just imagining things.

			You know I’m gay? You know about Amy and me? You know I’m finishing a book Mr. Dunlop forbade me to read? You know something else, something about where I’ve been, what I’ve done, who I’ve known? Who are you?

			I arrived at school earlier than usual on Monday morning. I’d gotten about six hours of sleep over the past two nights, including what I’d had before Kathy’s phone call, and my whole apartment was spotless. I still had plenty of things to clean up at school, though, that was for sure.

			The glass was missing completely from my door, which meant I didn’t need to use my keys. I expected to walk into the same trashed room I’d left the other night, but the student desks had been straightened, the shrapnel had been swept up, and all the contents of my desk were stacked neatly in the corner, a replacement desk sitting where the old one had been. It was by no means new. The top was worn, and the paint was scraped off the sides here and there, but there were two keys on a little ring inside the top drawer, and the locks worked.

			The graffiti was no longer behind my desk. Nothing was behind my desk, actually, because the whiteboard was entirely gone. The wall was bare, save for an enormous swath of scarred, shredded drywall. Paint had come off in huge chunks, revealing the fuzzy cardboard-gray underneath, and there were residual swirls of crusty industrial glue here and there the color of snot. It looked as if Marvin had just taken a crowbar and pried the whole thing off the wall. While it was a big improvement over the last time I’d seen it, it still looked hideous. There was no way I could possibly pretend nothing had happened.

			I spent a few minutes on my supply cabinet, then went down to the office. Dunlop’s office door was closed, but Kathy was sorting through paperwork at her desk. Her tendency on normal days was to buzz in right before the bell, but it looked as if she hadn’t gotten much sleep, either.

			Instead of her usual generic greeting, she came out of her office and gave me a quick, one-armed hug. “Hey sweetie. How are you doing?”

			“I’m fine. How are you?”

			Kathy shrugged. “I’ve been better. I’m sorry about the wall in your room. Marvin said he tried everything he could think of to get rid of the paint, but the only thing that worked took off the surface itself. I did not say he could rip the whole thing down.” She giggled as if the absurdity of the situation had just struck her funny, then cleared her throat hastily. “Sorry. That was inappropriate.”

			I shook my head, grinning back at her. “The whole situation’s crazy. Sometimes, all you can do is laugh.” Or cry. Or drink.

			“Anyway,” she continued, heading briskly back into her office, “I’ll have him bring you a chalkboard until the new whiteboard comes in.”

			“Thank you.”

			I turned to leave and found Selena staring at me unabashedly. I couldn’t read her look, but it seemed to be in the family of disgust. As head secretary, she surely knew what had happened, but I wondered if Kathy or Marvin had told her what the board had said. I was very sure Kathy had kept Sally out of my room the other night. Maybe Selena was mad because Kathy wouldn’t tell her. Maybe she was mad because Kathy hugged me. Maybe she was just mad at me for the usual reasons, whatever those were.

			I didn’t need to prepare a current events’ discussion. Instead of dropping off their jackets and backpacks in their lockers, every one of my students stopped short in the front of the room and gawked at the travesty behind me. I refused to answer questions until everyone had taken care of their belongings and settled into their desks for the morning. Not surprisingly, that happened a full five minutes earlier than usual.

			“So what happened?” Nestor asked.

			“Ashley, Eric and Adriana aren’t here yet.”

			“That’s what they get for being late,” Christian said. “They can hear it later.”

			I still waited until the tardy bell rang. “Someone broke into the building over the weekend.”

			“And stole the whiteboard?” David asked.

			I couldn’t tell if he was serious or just being a jerk. “They stole a few little things and painted graffiti on the board.”

			“What kind of graffiti?” Cristal asked.

			The PA system buzzed, and Selena began the morning routine. Unfortunately, the flag hung in the front right corner of the classroom, and I could no longer keep my back to the wall when we stood for the pledge. I knew that very few eyes were on the flag that morning, but I kept mine trained on it with a vengeance.

			There were several more questions. Did I have to come in when it happened? Did they catch the people who did it? What did they steal? How did they get in the building? Not a single person asked if we were getting a new whiteboard. Honestly, that morning, I didn’t care if we were or not. I didn’t feel like teaching anything at all. It was a long time before someone asked about the graffiti again.

			“Was it gang stuff?” Chelsea asked.

			“That’s what the police think.”

			“Bet it was a West Side Mafia tag,” Zack said, his voice contemptuous. He turned to Fernando Aguilar directly to his right. “Your brother’s Mafia, right?”

			Fernando was a short, stocky boy whose hair was always painstakingly gelled so it stood up in the front with just the slightest hint of a wave. He never raised his hand, and aside from the times I’d called on him, I’d heard him talk about three times all year. He gave Zack a warning look. “Shut up.”

			“My cousins see him beside the skating rink all the time.”

			“Zack, enough,” I said flatly.

			Fernando responded in terse Spanish, too fast for me to try to translate. All I caught was Ochos Loco, the name of a rival gang. Whatever it was, it caused Zack to stand, lean over toward Fernando, and dare him to say it again.

			I jumped off my desk, but Fernando was in the aisle so quickly, his chair fell to the floor. Before I could intervene, he’d grabbed Zack by the arm.

			“Stop it now,” I yelled, pushing between them and grabbing Fernando before he could take a swing. Zack had apparently been preparing a punch as well, because it landed squarely on my shoulder. I was immediately glad that Fernando was half a foot shorter than Zack. Otherwise it would’ve caught me in the face instead.

			“You, by the windows,” I told Zack. “You, against the wall.” I let go of Fernando, hoping to God I hadn’t made a mark. “Chelsea, get two referral sheets out of my bottom drawer.”

			I could hear both Zack and Fernando breathing hard at opposite sides of the classroom, but there was no movement anywhere else. It wasn’t at all like Chelsea to ignore directions. Slowly, still trying to keep half an eye on the boys, I looked around the rest of the classroom.

			Mouths were open. A few people were looking at Zack or Fernando, but most were staring straight at me, shock in their eyes. I felt awful for a second. It must have been the first time all year I’d yelled.

			Before I could focus on Chelsea, she got up, sifted through my new desk, and handed me two pink sheets of paper and a ballpoint pen. “Ma’am.”

			I thanked her and stood dead center of the room for the next few minutes, filling out the paperwork. Nobody made a sound. “Christian, please take Zack down to the office.”

			“What? What about him?” Zack asked indignantly. “He said my cousin was a—”

			“I’m not having the two of you in the hall at the same time,” I snapped. “Nestor will bring him down in five minutes.”

			Christian came up to me and held out his hand. “Want me to bring both referrals?”

			“Please. Tell Mrs. Ortiz that Fernando will be down in a few minutes.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			The uneasy silence continued throughout the morning. I spent my kids’ computer lab time in the office, finishing paperwork and talking with Mr. Dunlop and Mrs. Aguilar. Fernando sat on the floor in one corner of Dunlop’s office, head tucked into his knees. I’d never met Mrs. Aguilar before, but I could tell Fernando was going to be in big trouble when they got home. Nobody had been able to get in contact with Mrs. Carillo, so Zack sat on a chair outside Dunlop’s office, flinching every time Selena’s phone rang.

			I had written them both up for disruptive behavior rather than actual fighting; this cost them a parent conference but no mandatory suspension. I could tell without looking that my shoulder was bruised where I’d gotten in the way of Zack’s punch, but it felt wrong to mention it. The day had gotten off to such a messed-up start that I wished I could have gotten away with just telling them to sit down and shut up.

			By lunchtime, my lack of sleep was catching up with me. I didn’t really want to talk to anyone, but I knew I would never make it through the afternoon without caffeine. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any change in my purse, and the stash in my desk was no more, so I headed to the staff lounge to make a fresh pot of coffee.

			Daniel, Bev, Jody and Tina were huddled around Sally, and I knew they were talking about me because their conversation stopped the moment I arrived. I nodded hello, then felt five pairs of eyes watching me as I washed out the coffee pot, got it started, and searched through the cupboard for a mug that looked like it might not give me tuberculosis.

			Daniel was the first one to find the balls to speak. “Hey,” he said, his voice genuinely concerned. “Sally says your room got the brunt of it.”

			I nodded briskly. “It was pretty bad.”

			“What’d they take?”

			“The disc player, my soda change, Sharpies, and white-out.”

			Tina squinted at me. “You’re kidding. Someone broke in for that?”

			“You have to want a high pretty bad to steal Sharpies,” Jody muttered.

			“Can you even get a high from a Sharpie?” Daniel asked.

			“They just took change from my desk,” Sally told everyone, trying to draw attention back to herself.

			“I heard that Marvin left the D-wing door unlocked, and the alarm off,” Bev whispered.

			“The alarm had to be on,” I said. “The police wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t.”

			“Two thirty in the morning,” Sally said loudly. “Kathy called at two thirty in the morning. Bill and I had spent the day in Lubbock, and we were just exhausted after the drive.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Tina said directly to me, completely ignoring Sally. “I’d be scared to death.”

			“Me too,” Jody said. “Heck, it scares me, and it’s not even my room.”

			“You know the worst part?” Sally asked, gathering her things from the table and starting to the door. “They painted something on her whiteboard.”

			Damn her. The coffee wasn’t done, but I went back to the counter, deliberately turning my back to the conversation, and pulled the pot out from the machine to fill my cup. It kept dripping, and coffee sizzled angrily on the hot surface. I replaced the decanter more forcefully than necessary and watched what was left slosh inside it.

			“What?” Jody asked, her voice so loud it made me jump. “What was it?”

			“I don’t know,” Sally said sweetly. “Kathy wouldn’t let me in there to see.”

			I turned to shoot Sally a look that said I wasn’t going to tell her now, either, but apparently, she knew that. She and Bev were out the door.

			“Cary,” Jody said, “what was it?”

			“Police thought it was just gang stuff,” I said, sitting back down and taking a sip of coffee. It was scalding hot and burned my tongue.

			“Gang stuff?” Daniel asked, screwing up his face in a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me look.

			“Yes, and we just had a baby gang fight in my room. Mafia versus Ochos, right there in D-6.”

			“Holy shit, I thought I heard you yell!”

			“Watch your mouth,” Jody told Daniel, then turned to me, her eyes pained. “During class?”

			“Yup. Fernando and Zack. It was awesome.”

			“Fernando’s Mafia, right?”

			“Daniel,” Jody warned.

			He shrugged. “Did anyone get hit?”

			“Yeah, me.”

			“Where?” Tina asked. “This is insane.”

			I motioned to my shoulder, trying my coffee again. It was either a little cooler, or the first sip had destroyed my ability to sense pain.

			“Here?” Jody asked, poking at my shoulder. I didn’t see it coming and couldn’t gather myself fast enough to keep from wincing.

			She exchanged a look with Tina, and before I could say or do anything, Tina had slid the neckline of my blouse clear off my shoulder so they could look. I couldn’t see the bruise, but I could see my bra strap. “Jesus, guys!”

			“Wow,” Tina said. “You need to ice that.”

			“It happened three hours ago. I’ll be fine,” I told her, struggling back into my shirt. My face felt like it was on fire.

			“Yeah, that’s gotta hurt,” Daniel agreed.

			“Do you think it was someone from one of your kids’ families?” Jody asked.

			“No,” I said, flatly, straightening my shirt again and picking up my coffee. “Just one of those things, you know? I’ll see you guys.”

			“Hey,” Tina said, grabbing my other hand before I could leave. “One way or another, don’t stay so late, okay?”

			Her fingers were warm and soft. I’d been too stunned to think when she’d moved my shirt, but now a tingle of electricity ran all the way up my arm. Our eyes met just as directly, as if Jody and Daniel weren’t sitting right there. I knew I should look away, but I couldn’t. Even though I’d been doing a diligent job of trying to get over her, I realized that moment that I didn’t want to.

			“I know,” I said, finally slipping my hand from her grasp. “Kathy told me the same thing.”

			* * *

			Tuesday morning, Marvin rolled a gigantic, antiquated chalkboard into my classroom during one of our TAAS practice tests. It squeaked when it moved, and it took five of us to navigate it around the other furniture and in front of the wall where the whiteboard had been.

			It was apparently a good time for Marvin to install the new window, too. Even though I told him several times that my students needed quiet, he had his tools and the supplies with him, and that was when he was going to do the work, damn it. He had to remove some of the trim to replace the glass, so the pounding, ripping, and drilling noises were intense. I actually had the kids close their test books for twenty minutes until the worst of the noise was finished. When he was finally gone, I had them continue and went to work covering the new window with construction paper. I’d had enough of seeing straight into the hall.

			I really thought the news had spread through the entire school on Monday, but I was wrong. When I dropped my class off for gym, Amy told them to run the perimeter of the field and shot me a piercing look. “Why didn’t you call me?”

			“Was I supposed to?”

			“About Saturday,” she said. “This morning, Bev brings her kids in, yapping at me about how they were finally getting around to replacing your window. I didn’t know what she was talking about, Cary.”

			“I’m sorry. It’s no big deal, really.”

			She threw me an exasperated look, then directed her attention back to my class. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m fine.”

			“Was it because of…” She made an almost-invisible motion between the two of us.

			I shook my head. “It was just a random thing.”

			“Why didn’t you call me?”

			“I didn’t want to worry you.”

			She stared directly at me for what felt like an excruciatingly long time. “Are you seeing somebody else?”

			I took a step back. It felt like she’d hit me. “What?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Why would you think that?”

			“No reason.” She sighed and squinted back out at the field again. “I just sort of thought you’d tell me about something that big.”

			“I’m not seeing somebody else, okay?”

			“Just forget it.”

			My kids were rounding the final corner, and I was sure my cheeks were flushed with guilt, even though I’d done nothing wrong. I nodded briskly and turned to go. “Okay. I will.”

			I wasn’t sure whether to be hurt or mad. We’d had such a wonderful day on Saturday that I couldn’t believe that thought could have crossed her mind. If I would have come running back to her at four in the morning, she would have freaked out. Since her cell phone was district issue, she didn’t even bring it to church. Anyway, I hadn’t actually told anyone at all. Everyone had either heard it from Sally or through the grapevine. I was mad, I decided, or at least frustrated.

			I knew Amy would apologize. I just didn’t know when. I half expected to catch her eye during the staff meeting that afternoon, but as soon as Kathy brought up the burglary, I focused on the floor. She informed us that until further notice, the school would be closing at five every evening, and we were all expected to be out by then. Nobody was in danger, she assured us, but she didn’t want to take any chances and have someone in the building after dark. After that, Jody made a long, boisterous announcement about auditions for Peter Pan. Slowly but surely, the buzz began to quiet.

			I arrived at school Wednesday morning to find a formal-looking white envelope in my mailbox. Ms. Smith was written on the front in black ballpoint, and the flap was sealed. I worried for a second that it was some kind of new, exclusive summons from Dunlop, but the writing was larger and sloppier than his. Ninety percent of the staff at Bush had unmistakable teacher writing, and I hadn’t written myself a note. Amy had never done something so bold.

			Cary-

			I’m sorry.

			Call me tonight?

			I tucked the note into my pocket and grabbed a slip of scrap paper from beside the sign-in sheet.

			Amy-

			I will.

			Since I didn’t have a fresh envelope at my disposal and reusing Amy’s would blow her cover, I folded the paper in half and stuck it in her box.

			I thought about the note most of the day and even made an extra trip to the office before lunch to make sure Amy had gotten it. Her box was empty, and Selena didn’t give me any extra special nasty looks so I assumed Amy had just picked it up with a handful of other papers. I wanted her to believe me. I even toyed with the idea of calling her from school just to leave a message on her machine. I knew it was her church night, but I wondered if we could catch dinner beforehand or make plans for later in the week.

			After school, Chris, Marisol, and I gathered in the staff room to go over lesson plans for the month. Although I usually did my own thing, we did bounce ideas off one another, and some months, when we were particularly short on time, we divvied up the subjects and shared plans. After an hour, Chris pointed out that it was past four thirty, and our curfew was looming.

			“Want me to sign you guys out?”

			“I certainly do,” Marisol said, heading out. “Thank you.”

			Chris stood at the door, waiting for me. “Cary?”

			I was still scribbling in my book. “I’ll go down in a few minutes. Thanks, though.”

			He tapped on the door over and over again. I wasn’t sure if he was just waiting on me or if he was trying to distract me into packing up. “You are going home, though, right?”

			“In a few minutes. I still have to get my stuff together.”

			“I think you’re nuts after last weekend. I’ll see you tomorrow, assuming you’re still alive.”

			“Thanks a lot,” I muttered without looking up. “Have a lovely evening.”

			When I finished in another minute or two, the halls were deserted. I was sorry I hadn’t left with Chris. The construction paper covering the brand-new glass on my door was dark, almost so dark I couldn’t tell what color it was, dark enough to suggest another nasty storm. When I looked over to the door at the end of D-hall, though, I saw that the sun was only just starting to sink toward the horizon.

			More confused than wary, I unlocked the door and nudged it open far enough to look around. There was no motion, nothing scurrying for cover. I flipped on the light, glanced one more time into the deserted hallway, and let the door close behind me.

			My blinds were down. That was the problem. The entire bay of windows was covered, making it feel dark and stuffy in the classroom. During my tenure at Bush, I’d closed them only a handful of times, usually during winter break or particularly cold weekends to try to trap the heat. Now, every set was pulled down and turned closed.

			I think you’re nuts after last weekend.

			A twinge of fear prickled through my body. I’d been uneasy around school since the beginning of the Coral Sharkey fiasco, but this was the first time I was flat-out scared. Someone was messing with me on purpose. I was obviously still in the building. My purse was in my desk…God, was it? I unlocked the drawer and checked carefully, actually opening each compartment to make sure nothing was missing. My grade book and a pile of papers were spread out on my desk along with half a Coke. I hadn’t signed out. It was obvious I was coming back.

			Marvin. It had to be him trying to be helpful after the weekend. He’d closed the blinds every night during my first month at Bush no matter how many notes I left him. I peeked into the trash can and found it empty, and the proper portions of my board had been erased.

			One way or another, the claustrophobic feeling exacerbated my discomfort. I went to open them, beginning at the far end of the classroom. I was leaning over David’s desk, trying to get to the cord without knocking over Dixie cups full of science experiments when I heard the door click behind me.

			“Leave them down.”

			The cord slipped through my fingers and swung, back and forth, back and forth. I was afraid to stop it and even more afraid of moving my hand back to my side. The voice was female, but I couldn’t place it. I wasn’t crazy, I wasn’t paranoid. I was trapped. The dirty metal blinds went in and out of focus. I was absolutely certain that there, in the corner of my classroom, I was about to die.

			I heard nothing more behind me. I waited and waited, stock-still, ears ringing, until the silence became absurd. I was certain that if I turned, I’d find myself looking down the barrel of a gun, but I knew I had to do it. I’d been through too much to go down in a sixth-grade classroom in small-town Texas without a fight. Slowly, slowly, I turned my head, just a tiny bit, just to sneak a glance at what was about to become of me.

			Tina Flores was standing there. I felt my jaw drop, and in my haste to turn completely, I knocked two Dixie cups to the floor. I scrambled to retrieve them, my eyes glued to Tina the entire time.

			“I thought you promised me you’d leave at a reasonable hour.”

			“What?”

			She raised one finger to her lips and as I stood there staring, moved back to the door and turned the dead bolt.

			I had never locked the door from the inside before. “What are you doing?”

			She didn’t answer. While I remained frozen in the corner, clutching David’s chair, she wound her way through the desks until she was right there with me.

			“Please tell me,” I begged, my voice barely more than a whisper.

			“I think you know.”

			I didn’t. Tina was just inches in front of me now, almost uncomfortably close. I could smell her perfume. I had absolutely no clue what she was talking about.

			Her eyes dropped between us for a moment, and then she gazed back at me through her eyelashes, a tiny smile starting on the corner of her dark red lips. “You know.”

			David’s chair gave way to my fingernails, and hard green plastic jammed up to the quick. I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. There was something desperately sexy about the way she was looking at me, but I couldn’t begin to appreciate it. I’d never been so frightened in my life.

			Her smile continued, and her eyes pried into me, through me, making me feel hot and cold all at the same time. I could not look away, could not blink until her visage blurred, and her lips met mine with an absolute defiance.

			Panic began like swiftly rising waters, licking at my ears, my nose, threatening to swallow my body whole. This should not be happening. I tried to think, to reason, to act, but all I could do was stand there. This cannot be happening. Just as I was certain I was about to drown, I tasted her tongue and felt her hand against my breast. Oh my God. Kissing Amy felt nothing like this.

			It took all the strength I had to pull away, and I made it only centimeters from her face. “We can’t do this.”

			Her eyes flickered open for only a second. “Shut up,” she told me, thickly. Her mouth returned to mine, and her right hand came under my sweater and moved upward.

			“Ms. Smith?”

			I lurched backward against the radiator with a deafening crash. Three seconds might have passed or perhaps ten minutes. One way or another, I was shocked to find that I was still in my classroom. The door remained closed, but the speaker hummed gently. My mouth opened, but no sound came out.

			“Ms. Smith?” A second time, now. It was Kathy’s voice.

			Her face completely unemotional, Tina shrugged toward the speaker. I closed my eyes tightly and tried again, summoning the strongest voice I could. “Yes?”

			“Just seeing if you’re still here. I’m locking the front door.”

			I nodded at the speaker and clutched my arms tightly across my chest. “Thank you. I’m on my way out.”

			“Okay. Be careful.”

			I exchanged one direct look with Tina. She was most of the way back to the door, her expression still blank. If we really were the only ones in the building, would this be so horrible? I turned back to the speaker hastily, feeling sick to my stomach. “I will. Good night.”

			“Good night,” Kathy returned, the buzz ending far sooner than it ever did when Selena was the one listening.

			It was over. Whatever this was, it was over. Tina turned toward the door, and I took the opportunity to pull my sweater all the way back down. My face was on fire, my conscience aching.

			“She’s right,” Tina said. “You should get out of here.”

			With that, she unlocked the door, stepped out into the hall, and disappeared toward the parking lot, all in a silence as disconcerting as that under which she’d appeared. She did not look back; she did not justify or apologize for what had just happened. She didn’t even say good-bye.

			I didn’t raise my shades. I grabbed my purse, locked up, and stumbled to my car, but that was as far as I made it. Like a complete fucking idiot, I sat all alone in the parking lot at George Herbert Walker Bush Elementary School, in the bad part of town, as the clock passed five, then six, then later. Darkness fell completely, and I sat in my car trembling, tears drenching my cheeks at first, then, when I couldn’t cry any more, enveloped in a cold numbness. I had no idea what had just happened. I hadn’t felt so helpless and clueless and gutless since I was a child.

			A distant crash registered somewhere in my periphery. Bottles breaking at the taqueria? Damn. I turned my key in the ignition and backed up without bothering to look first. Could I possibly be any more irresponsible?

			A group of Latino men in their late teens and early twenties were loitering outside the taqueria, drinking and smoking. I rolled through the stop sign and made a right onto Fourth, not wanting to know if they’d been watching my car in the parking lot. The city’s neon lights splashed across the hood of my car from cash advance and pawn shops and One Stop Western Gear, all bleeding together into an enormous collage of God-what-am-I-doing-here. I drove past them, up and down the streets, seeing nothing. I drove until my gas gauge registered empty, then filled the tank and drove some more. I didn’t know where I was going, and I didn’t know what I wanted. I just drove. It was ridiculously late when I finally found myself in front of my apartment.

			My porch light was off. My intent had been to get home before dinnertime. Lucy Hernandez was kind enough to turn hers on when I came up the stairs, though, so in just another moment, I was locked inside my own apartment. I turned on the kitchen light, the hall light, the bedroom light, the bathroom light. I stripped out of the sweater and pants I’d been wearing and replaced them with a T-shirt and sweats that hadn’t been involved in the whole wretched scene. It felt like something had chewed a hole through my stomach, but I swallowed half a glass of vodka before acknowledging the answering machine.

			The first two messages were hang-ups. The third call was Amy.

			Oh, fuck. Amy. I set my glass down and lay back on my bed, hugging my pillow and bracing for the worst.

			“Hey, it’s me,” her message began, agreeably enough. “Give me a call when you get in.”

			There was another hang-up, then a message from Jody. The machine beeped again, and Amy’s voice played back a second time.

			“Cary, it’s me again. I’m leaving for bible study, but I should be home by eight. Leave me a message when you get in, okay?”

			My machine then played back what seemed like enough static and silence to fill the rest of the tape. When I was certain no further messages could fit, it beeped one last time.

			“Cary, it’s Amy. I don’t know where the hell you are, but it’s eight forty-five, and I’m home, and I don’t have a damned message from you. I don’t know what’s going on, if you’re mad at me, if I did something—”

			I slapped the delete button, and Amy went silent. I didn’t want to hear it. I couldn’t begin to deal with it. I reached over for the caller ID box and backed through the messages, seeing West Grove, TX, 230-9950 over and over. Jody’s number was in there, Amy’s registered four times instead of three, and Daniel’s cell number appeared early on as one of the hang-ups, but all in all, I’d received seven calls from 230-9950.

			Why wouldn’t this person leave me alone? Who the hell were they, and what did they want? Was this the person who had broken into my classroom, who knew about me, who had tipped Dunlop off about which books I was reading to my students? Was there someone out there who wanted to mess with my head even more intensely than Tina had that afternoon?

			I didn’t call Amy back. I should have, but I didn’t. I should’ve had dinner, too, but I didn’t. Instead, I curled up on the sofa with the vodka bottle and stared at the TV without noticing what I was watching.

			The phone rang shortly after the end of the ten o’clock news. The TV was off by then, and I was getting ready for bed, making sure everything was locked and secure. West Grove, TX, it said. 230-9950.

			I was drunk and pretty much out of my head. With no deliberation whatsoever, I picked it up and pushed the on button. “Hello?”

			Nothing. I repeated myself, waited, then repeated myself again. There was no response. The connection clicked, and in another moment, I was listening to a dial tone.

			Please just leave me alone. I dropped the phone back onto the coffee table and checked again to make sure the door was locked. I peeked through the shades into the parking lot, but nobody was standing there watching me. I turned out the lights, moved into my closet, and reached for my shoebox. Even though everything else in my life was spinning out of control, it was exactly where it was supposed to be.

			




Chapter Eleven

			The Commercial Appeal, Tuesday, June 4, 1991

			“Memphis Woman Questioned in Beating Death”

			 

			Monday morning, Memphis police arrested the girlfriend of a slain Rhodes College student in connection with the crime.

			The suspect had not been charged Monday evening.

			Natalie Broward, 19, was detained by police for questioning in connection to the murder of Jonathan McGrath. He was found beaten to death May 31 in a viaduct near an east Memphis subdivision.

			Broward, an honor student at the University of Memphis, has no prior arrest record. The victim’s sister, Jessica McGrath, said that Broward had dated her brother for over three years but that they had been arguing recently.

			“Jonathan was hoping to fix things with [Broward],” McGrath said. “They were going to dinner that night to talk.”

			Authorities found Jonathan McGrath’s pickup in the parking lot of a restaurant half a mile away from where his body was discovered.

			* * *

			I had really bad dreams again. I woke up shaking at five, and by the time I convinced my heartbeat to slow back down to normal, it was too close to six to bother trying to return to sleep. I squeezed my eyes closed, the previous evening drifting back to me as if it, too, had been a dream. A guilty shiver moved through me, like I was a slutty teenager again. I wondered what would have happened if Kathy hadn’t buzzed my classroom. I couldn’t believe another teacher had kissed me on school grounds after all the half-assed sneaking around I’d done with Amy. Amy, whose calls I hadn’t returned.

			Goddamn it. Amy was going to kill me. What was I even supposed to tell her when I didn’t understand what had happened myself? I shut off the alarm and spent longer than usual in the shower, the water cranked so hot, it stung.

			It wasn’t as if I’d never cheated on Amy before. It’d only been once, when I’d gone to visit a friend from college over summer break, and we’d both been very drunk. My friend had hooked up with someone else right after I returned to Texas, so I hadn’t felt the need to tell Amy about it. I didn’t see why I didn’t feel that way about what had happened with Tina. I hadn’t even really done anything. Everything was pretty much done to me while I stood there paralyzed. I still felt like I’d committed a major violation.

			My class had music instead of gym on Thursdays. If I was careful, I could make it through the entire day without running into Amy. I could write her a note or maybe leave her a message saying I was so incredibly sorry, that I’d gotten home late and felt sick, which was mostly true. Jody and Daniel would both vouch for me. They hadn’t gotten ahold of me either. Honestly, I was certain that Daniel would vouch for me even
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