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      Monday 7:30 a.m.

      Back to school. Is there any better phrase in the English language? I don’t think so. But then again, I’m a teacher. I love the promise early September brings with its return to the classroom. For me, the words conjure the smell of lead from newly sharpened number two pencils. Bright spiral-bound notebooks with their purple, yellow, or green covers, their blank pages just waiting to be filled.

      But my students have none of these things. In fact, my students don’t have an official start to school. They’re in class year-round, with barely a day off for Thanksgiving or Christmas.

      They’re also not allowed spiral notebooks. The thin, twisty metal could easily be turned into a sharp weapon. Even number two pencils are forbidden.

      Instead, I give my students tiny, four-inch golf pencils without erasers—though I doubt any of them have ever been on a golf course. I also have to count the pencils as I hand them out at the beginning and end of class to make sure no one steals one.

      Still, I felt a thrill of excitement as I got ready to teach that morning, spending more time than usual with my hair, trying to keep my unruly curls from frizzing. I scooped extra cat food in the bowls of my three cats, which my ex-husband called collectively the Busters, not bothering to differentiate the very different-looking felines.

      And finally, I grabbed my jail clearance from my desk along with my lesson plans, and shoved both in a backpack before heading out the door to drive to the San Francisco County Jail.

      The new jail, as it was still called despite it being built several years ago, was three miles away from my tiny apartment in North Beach.

      My women had a shorter commute. About two hundred steps from the communal pod where they lived, down the hall, to my classroom.

      Of course, they didn’t wander there on their own. A movement deputy led them single file to my classroom.

      They were probably headed to the classroom now. I looked at my Fitbit. Damn. I was going to be late. Traffic snarled through Chinatown. I was stuck behind a bus with a long line of students waiting to board.

      But, as my colleague Jazmyn once pointed out, my students would still wait, because, as she asked, “Where they going to go?”

      

      8:15 a.m.

      “Morning, Miss P.” Erika, one of my favorite students, was always the first to greet me. A large woman, nearly six feet tall, Erika looked even bigger in her bright orange county jail uniform.

      But despite her intimidating size, Erika was easygoing, more so than many other women. She always sat up front at the first desk, where she liked to be close to me. And though she wasn’t a diligent student, she seemed genuinely interested in whatever lesson I’d planned that day.

      Not one of my twenty students called me by my Greek surname, Papadopoulos. Who could blame them? It was a mouthful. When I began teaching nine months earlier, the women immediately shortened it to P. I liked it, and it stuck.

      Only Erika took liberties with my first name, too, calling me Char occasionally, short for Charlotte, something only my sister did. And since Helen and I had been estranged, my sister didn’t call me much at all.

      “Char,” Erika said two weeks ago, “I ain’t gonna lie. I can’t wait to get out of this big ole jail, but I’m gonna miss you.”

      “Ms. P.,” I corrected her. I’d miss Erika too.

      Turns out I had little time to.

      Like many women, Erika had been released from jail in the middle of the night, something that was common, I’d been shocked to learn when I first started working at the jail.

      Less than forty-eight hours later, Erika was rearrested and back in my classroom, with new charges to boot. Assault this time. She’d gotten into a fight with her ex-boyfriend’s new girlfriend.

      Erika claims she didn’t start the fight, and I believe her. But it didn’t matter because it was Erika who ended it when she knocked the woman unconscious and sent her to the hospital.

      I’d learned the details of Erika’s re-arrest from my colleague Jazmyn, who ran the drug treatment program. Apparently, Erika was blind drunk (alcohol was her drug of choice) and punched the arresting officer, which was unfortunate, and would earn her more jail time.

      But Erika didn’t seem too concerned about this latest arrest. She smiled at me, waiting for class to begin. Next to Erika at the two-person desk sat Aliyah, a newer student.

      Aliyah was hard at work picking at her acne. She’d only been in my classroom a little over a week and, in that time, I’d picked up she had many nervous habits, including gnawing on her cuticles until bright red spots of blood appeared.

      Aliyah looked barely out of her teens, and I wondered why she was in jail, but I couldn’t ask. What I knew from Aliyah’s writing was that she’d had an uncle in jail.

      Unfortunately, having relatives in the criminal justice system was a common story.

      I glanced at Aliyah and wanted to tell her to stop picking her acne, that it would leave scars, but I wasn’t her mother.

      Then I glanced down at my roster, which changed every day.

      What many people don’t understand about jail is that it’s a volatile place with a high turnover. Unlike prison, where you’re sentenced for a specific time, many jail inmates aren’t sure how long they’ll be incarcerated. They may be awaiting trial or serving time for a misdemeanor or locked up because they can’t afford bail, which was ninety-nine-point-nine percent of my women.

      So, as I did each morning, I scanned the women where they sat two to a desk, looking for unfamiliar faces. I didn’t see anyone new.

      “OK, class,” I said. “Let’s get started.” About half the women looked up.

      My students ranged in age from nineteen to forty-something. One gray-haired woman looked closer to fifty or sixty. Most had a grade-school reading level. The majority had never made it past ninth grade.

      I’d brought in a poem by Stevie Smith, one of my favorites. I loved all poetry and had minored in twentieth-century poetry during grad school, but I was especially fond of Smith. She’d gotten me through some dark days after my ex left and before I found my calling teaching at the jail.

      I handed Erika a stack of photocopies with one of Smith’s poems, “Not Waving But Drowning,” and she jumped up to distribute them, pleased to be acting as the teacher’s pet.

      My students were forced to go to class—this was a programs jail, and inmates were required to take part in three rehabilitation programs, such as drug counseling, education, or parenting classes—but I didn’t believe in forcing someone to learn. I cajoled. I joked. I worked hard to find literature they might relate to, and all of those things usually worked, eventually.

      Besides, I’d found that women were often embarrassed by their lack of literacy skills, so I never forced anyone to read.

      But before I could ask for any volunteers, I was drowned out by an ear-piercing siren.

      All the women, including myself, immediately put our hands over our ears. The sound was deafening, and I’d never heard it before.

      “What’s that?” I mouthed to Erika.

      Erika shook her head that she didn’t know.

      After a minute, in which I was sure at least one of my eardrums had burst, the air horn siren stopped.

      “Shelter in place!” a deputy’s voice barked over the PA system.

      Was it an earthquake? I hadn’t felt any shaking. And the jail, especially since it was so new, must be earthquake proof.

      I glanced at the back wall of the classroom, which was made of reinforced glass, allowing anyone in the hallway to see what we were doing. Two deputies were standing outside. One stuck his head in and shouted for us to get under the desks.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer, just shook his head at me.

      Whatever was happening, it wasn’t an earthquake.

      “Go under your desks, ladies,” I said more calmly than I felt.

      “I’m not gettin' on the floor. That shit is nasty,” Erika said. I looked at the deputy. He was a young corrections officer, which was good news for Erika.

      If he’d been more experienced, he probably would have written her up for two rules violations. One for cursing. Another for not obeying his direct order.

      But I needed to intervene.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s play it safe and do what we need to.” I sat under Erika and Aliyah’s desk on the industrial carpet, which was no doubt dirty.

      The other women moaned and complained, but everyone eventually complied. Something serious and unprecedented was going on, and the women, who I’d found to be emotionally astute, knew it.

      After the women were situated, I told them I’d be right back, and got up. Their eyes followed me as I went out into the hallway, where the two deputies were stationed.

      “What’s happening?” I asked again.

      The other deputy was an older man with short, cropped hair graying at the sides. I recognized him, but he wasn’t our typical movement deputy. He had several more chevrons on his uniform. Perhaps he was a sergeant or a captain—I could never remember the hierarchy at the jail, though my colleague and friend Deputy Cunningham had explained the ranks to me several times.

      “You’re supposed to be sheltering in place,” the older deputy said. His name badge read Chisholm.

      “Sergeant Chisholm,” I began. I must have gotten his rank correct, as he didn’t correct me. “I need to tell my students something—how long we’re supposed to be sheltering in place, what we’re sheltering from, why we’re⁠—”

      “You don’t need to tell them anything,” he interrupted. “There’s a lockdown order and you will follow it.”

      My back practically arched in anger. “I’m not going to blindly follow an order from you⁠—”

      “There’s a suicide bomber in the lobby.” His voice was terse. “Now stay with your students and shelter in place.”
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      8:20 a.m.

      Ellie Forzano planned on dropping her two sons right in front of Oakland High School, but when she slowed the car, her older son shouted at her to keep going.

      “You can’t let us out here,” Jack, a junior, said. He shifted his six-foot frame lower into the passenger seat. “It’s so lame that I don’t have my own car.”

      It was on the tip of Ellie’s tongue to tell Jack he should be grateful he didn’t have to take the bus and grateful as well that he had a mother who would be late for her own job so she could take him to school the first day of class.

      What was more infuriating was that Jack should know better. Money had been tight since her husband, Ben, was laid off from his nonprofit a year ago. Ben hadn’t found steady work since. Jack must have noticed that they didn’t eat out anymore. Even takeout burritos were a rare treat.

      But Ellie bit her tongue and said nothing. She was excited—and immensely relieved—that summer was over and her boys were back at school. No more trying to find camps that neither one would go to, preferring, as they did, to sleep late and play video games all day. She wouldn’t let her ungrateful oldest child take away her joy and relief that they were finally back in school.

      Jack turned his head away from the hordes of students milling about on the sparse brown lawn of the school grounds and motioned for Ellie to keep driving.

      The high school was the largest public school in Oakland, nearly the size of two airplane hangars. It had massive Greek columns flanking the front of the school and three different entrances, with an enormous set of steps leading up to the main door.

      Ellie thought it highly unlikely that the groups of teenagers hanging around outside would give them a second thought, but she did as Jack asked and pulled into a bus stop a block away.

      “Better?” she asked sarcastically.

      Jack grunted and got out of the car, swinging his backpack over one shoulder. He didn’t bother saying thank you or goodbye. She was tempted to get out of the car and shout, “You’re welcome” at him in her best sarcastic tone, but she refrained. She’d talk to him later about his attitude.

      Max, her younger son, the easy-going one, didn’t follow his brother or even unclip his seatbelt. Instead, he looked down at the car floor.

      Ellie turned off the ignition and opened the windows. She knew this might take a while.

      “Everything alright?”

      Ellie knew it wasn’t, yet she had to ask.

      Max shrugged and fiddled with the straps of his backpack. Ellie’s heart constricted for her youngest, her baby. She would give her right arm and probably even her left as well if she could soothe his anxiety.

      While Jack was outgoing
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