
  
  [image: ]




  
  DEAR TEACHER, I'M WATCHING YOU 
Copyright © 2026 by Stacy Leicht 
All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproductions or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the author.
This is a word of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.






  
  
This book would not exist without the support and encouragement of my husband, Rick, who put up with late-night keyboard clicking and endless revisions. 

My deepest thanks to the contributors of this novel, Anneliese Dalaba, for her editorial guidance. 

Ruth Hovsepian for her careful proofreading and cover work; and Andrea Lende for her wisdom and guidance through the publishing process. 

A heartfelt thanks to my dear friend, Mary Yocum, who did my first Beta Reading when I completed my first draft. 

Finally, a special thanks to my mom, whose voice is with me wherever I go and is represented in these chapters.







  
  
PREFACE



Some stories are created solely from the author’s imagination. This book was created from a season of my life that I never would have chosen for myself. The fear, struggles, and ultimately the hope are all inspired by experiences that shaped me in profound ways. 
My prayer is that as you read this story, you will not only be entertained but also encouraged. If you find yourself facing a difficult challenge, I hope you will learn from the mistakes I made and recognize the importance of leaning on your faith. Most importantly, I hope you discover that even in life’s darkest moments, God is present, working behind the scenes, and offering hope when life seems impossible.
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There was something about him; something about the way he watched me. 
His gaze followed me around the room to the point where I began to feel a bit uneasy. I looked down at my feet as I talked to the group of parents and students at Back-to-School Night. It was my first year as a sixth-grade teacher at a new school, which made me plenty nervous on its own. I had been a third-grade teacher for the majority of my career, and that’s where I was most comfortable. This was going to be challenging enough as it was, but the creepy parent wasn’t helping the matter.
As I talked, I passed out the course syllabus, highlighting my strong expectations for getting work turned in on time and respectful behavior in class. A sweat bead rolled down my temple, past my ear, and down my cheek. I quickly wiped it with the back of my hand, peeking to see if anyone had noticed. No one seemed to be looking. Something about this particular parent made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. I used my training to keep their eyes off me as I pointed out the different areas in the room, such as the one designated for reading, the math center, and the calendar of assignments. I looked at the top and spotted the word August written in bold letters. With a creepy parent like this, I couldn’t imagine how long the year would feel.
Reminding everyone of the daily reading requirements, I felt his eyes continuing to track my every move. I nervously began to maneuver somewhat erratically, trying to unhinge his eyes from my person. I pointed to the basket where homework would be turned in daily and then across the room where students could find the lunch menu, but I could not shake his transfixed gaze. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw a slight smile. It was almost pleasant, but then the staring and leering continued. I looked down at my watch, checking the time. I still had five minutes to fill. What more can I say about my classroom? I wondered as I began babbling about the reading curriculum and weekly spelling tests. My cheeks felt warm, and I knew they were starting to redden. I just needed to make it through the presentation. I looked down at my watch again, thankful our time was complete. I wished everyone a fantastic year and ushered them out of my classroom as if they had the plague.
I shut the door and locked it behind the last parent as they left. Turning off the classroom lights, I sat in a student chair and lay my head on the desk, breathing in and out. I had never experienced anything like that before. It was as if he had invaded my personal space from a distance. I sighed, realizing I would be better off on my couch at home.
At last, the event was over. I was thrilled as I walked to my car. The day had finally concluded. It had been a long one, and my feet were aching. I had arrived at the school around 6:45 a.m., which was typical. However, leaving at 8:45 p.m. was later than usual, and all I wanted to do was get out of my dress and heels, put on my pajamas, and sit on the couch with my hubby, drinking a glass of wine. I slung my heavy teacher bag over my shoulder. It was packed with my students’ work. I laughed about bringing home the pile of papers that would never come out of my bag to be graded. Oh well, there’s always the weekend. 
Digging for my keys and then holding them in my hands, I looked around at how dark it had become outside. There was only one other car in the parking lot, but it wasn’t one I recognized. It was blue and small, but I couldn’t make out the details. It wasn’t close to mine anyway, so I didn’t think much of it. I walked cautiously toward my car, keeping my eyes up as I had been taught. When I got there, I slipped my key into the lock, turned it, and tugged the handle to open the door. I threw my heavy bag into the passenger seat and got into the car classily since I was wearing a dress. As far as I knew, no one was watching me, so I could’ve gotten in like a lumberjack, and no one would’ve noticed, but my mom’s voice and her southern training to always look like a lady came immediately to mind.
I pulled the door closed. Instantly, the slap of a man’s hand on my window caused me to jump high out of my seat. I shrieked loudly. 
“Ms. Barnes,” came the booming voice, “it’s just me, Nathan’s dad.”
“Oh, my goodness,” I managed to say through deep breaths, “you scared me to death!” I rolled down the window about three inches, suddenly realizing I was face-to-face with the parent who had stared at me all night and made me so uncomfortable, but suddenly it seemed much worse because no one else was around this time.
“I’m so sorry,” he replied. “I didn’t have time to ask you how Nathan is doing in your class. I know it’s only been a couple of weeks, but I thought I’d check in.”
“Ummm, he’s doing fine,” I stated, somewhat abruptly. “If you need an additional meeting, you can schedule one with me, but it’s getting late, and I need to get home. My husband is waiting for me. I’m sure you understand.”
“Sure,” he replied. “I’ll let you know if my wife and I have any concerns.”
“Great. I’ll contact you if he has any problems, but please let me know if you have any questions throughout the year, Mr. Flynn. Goodnight.” I quickly rolled up my window; I couldn’t bear to be close to him anymore.
I could hear my heart beating in my eardrums. What a jerk. He did that on purpose. I put my car in reverse; the taillights brightened up the parking lot and illuminated the outline of his body in my rearview mirror. I had assumed he had left when I said goodnight, but that wasn’t the case. A pattern was developing.
I pumped the brakes to avoid hitting him, and the car stopped with a jolt. I looked again. Why is he still watching me? That tense feeling returned with a vengeance. I slowly eased back, gave him a slight smile and a wave, and then accelerated quickly to escape him. My mama used to say, “Trust your intuition.” My inner voice screamed at me to stay far away from this one. It took me a few minutes to slow my breathing as I left the parking lot, replaying the incident again in my mind. I lived just around the corner and could get there within minutes, but I drove down a busy road in case he tried to follow me. 
I continued looking into the rearview mirror. My right leg began shaking abruptly. I placed my hand on my thigh to keep it steady. It still shook, but more mildly. I wiped the sweat from my hairline and decided to call Seth to let him know I would be a few minutes late. I wasn’t sure if I should mention the encounter with Mr. Flynn and ultimately decided to let it go for the time being. I looked back into the mirror again, confident I was not being followed. I decided I wasn’t in danger, so I drove home but decided to use a few back roads just to be safe.
Pulling into the driveway, I could smell the distinctive aroma of Italian food. Please, God, let it be spaghetti, I pleaded. The door opened before I could put my hand on the knob, and I was greeted by my sweet husband with an apron around his waist and a glass of white wine in his hand for me. 
“You’re the absolute best,” I sighed as I walked in and kicked off my shoes, but not before relieving him of the Chardonnay.
“I know,” he smiled. His twinkly, bluish-turquoise eyes turned up. Those eyes always made my day better. “Come on in and get changed; dinner is almost ready. I made spaghetti. We had sauce in the freezer, so it was easy.”
Thankful that my prayer had been answered so quickly, I shuffled slowly with my wine back to my bedroom. I was glad it was a main-floor master. Going upstairs at that moment would have been impossible. I flopped on the bed and put my head back on the pillow, recounting the moment with Nathan’s dad. Mama was always right. I should keep pepper spray with me when I walk to my car at night. I shuddered, thinking about how he had been looking at me. I sat up, took a sip of wine, and told myself I’d probably never see or hear from him again, like most parents. Unfortunately, that was naïve. I probably would have quit the following day if I had known what the next few months of my life would be like. But, since I didn’t have a crystal ball, I tried to put the night behind me and enjoy the one I had ahead.
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I struggled to get acclimated to my current city of Boone, North Carolina. Leaving Michigan had been hard for our family, especially with two children. September was just around the corner. Emma prepared for college, and Josh had already started high school. Everything took some getting used to. We tried unique restaurants, and the southern foods felt rich, filling, and comforting. The summer climate lingered for longer and was much more humid than I was used to in Michigan. I looked forward to the temperatures cooling down and the crisp air of autumn around the corner. Walking out the door meant new learning opportunities, but Seth teased me because I kept getting lost and always needed a GPS to guide my way to each location. My job, of course, felt like the most noteworthy change. 
I worked hard to be optimistic about the transition because our dream was to get closer to an area with an ocean coastline. Landing in North Carolina brought us beautiful sea views, harbor towns, and beaches to explore. We also cherished the majestic rolling hills of Boone, along with the hiking trails, biking paths, and picnic sites. Tourists and locals shared activities to try, but my favorite way to spend my time was kayaking at the beautiful nearby lakes and absorbing the scenery of the elevations, trees, and wildlife. Josh and Emma embraced the outdoors and devoted time together hiking, biking, and checking out the town. 
The glorious campus of Appalachian State University was nestled in a valley among the rolling hills of the Appalachian Mountains. Stately buildings made of red brick were well-kept. On a moderate-sized campus, it was easy for Emma and Josh to hang out in the coffee shops and take in the college vibe. The aroma of education amazed me as an instructor, and seeing students with backpacks slung over their shoulders brought me an abundance of delight. 
The biggest obstacle I faced as a veteran teacher was not being recognized as such. I had hoped the administration and my peers would treat me respectfully, but being unfamiliar with the guidelines and expectations drove everybody to consider me a rookie. This school differed from my previous one in how it was run. In Michigan, I worked at a private school, and students wore uniforms daily and had their attire checked each morning. My new building seemed much larger, and the number of staff members doubled. The one constant, however, was that kids were kids anywhere you worked. Knowing that part of the job wouldn’t change gave me a sense of relief. 
I looked forward to the first period of each day when I taught my advanced class. The only thing threatening to ruin my bliss was that Mr. Flynn’s son, Nathan, was part of that group. He was a remarkable student, but that encounter with his father had really stuck with me. Having a daily lesson with Nathan consistently created possible moments for me to interact with his dad. I preferred to avoid that at all costs.
Pushing aside my issues, I focused on the privilege of teaching the intelligent bunch that was given to me. Ordinarily, these classes were smaller in size, but I still had a significant number enrolled this year. My room had thirty seats, and the group had twenty-eight children, evenly split between boys and girls. Their brilliance and excellent reading and writing skills were apparent on the first day I taught them. Most read at least two grade levels above average, which produced an exciting opportunity for me as an educator to research and discover books they would be interested in at their age and demanding enough to build their vocabulary repertoire. They pushed me in a new manner and drove me to become a better instructor.
Because of their maturity, I became more willing to try new things with them. I spent hours each week locating more challenging work and offering feedback on their completed tasks. While some of my groups hated reading complex passages and annotating them, this batch thrived on such exercises and begged for more. 
Wednesdays quickly became my favorite with this group because I held a Socratic seminar. It usually led to rich dialogue among the students. My heart would skip a beat when I woke up early on those mornings because I looked forward to the students’ lightbulbs illuminating. Each week, I assigned them text sections, then challenged them to develop discussion topics. The team captains came ready with critical questions about the text to ask their peers, which could not have a yes or no answer, but had to be something that would lead to a debate. Over the initial week, I taught them how to resolve disputes without getting heated. Over time, they mastered how to make a claim, provide evidence to support their position, and use facts rather than opinions to uphold their perspectives. With every chance they got to debate, they became more confident in their skills.
One Friday morning in mid-September, a student named Madeline asked, “Can we start a weekly breakfast book club?” Thrilled to have dedicated youngsters who cared for reading, I made a mental note to ask for permission from my administration. After all, most teachers put in long hours to establish a warm and inviting classroom where students would begin to love literature. I hugged her and started babbling about planning the group, but they had already worked out the details. They begged to read the Hunger Games series. I mentioned I would consider it and get back to them. I loved those novels, but they had some very adult topics and harsh scenes. 
After a few days, I moved forward with the book club. I sent home permission slips to the parents and guardians with administrative consent, and we started the following Friday. The dozen students who signed up couldn’t wait to have breakfast together and discuss the chapters they had read during the week. Intrigued by the book’s concept, they had excellent questions for one another. 
During the initial meeting, Claire proposed, “Can you think of any circumstance in your life that would cause you to hunt a person?” I remember audibly gasping at the question, but being completely aware of her maturity. I didn’t interfere. I waited to discover what the other pupils would say. Their responses astounded me. They arrived with thoughtful reasons to hunt for a life, such as famine or world war. The critical thinking they exhibited was a joy to observe. 
One student shared about a movie she had watched called Survive!, based on a true story about a plane full of passengers that had crashed into the Andes Mountains, with very few making it through the ordeal alive. The aircraft had landed on a peak at high altitude with snow and wind, so the survivors had to work as a team to find food and not freeze to death. Eventually, some survivors grew weak and sick, and the other travelers elected to save their own lives by eating them. 
As the students in the group listened, they questioned the movie’s authenticity. I explained that throughout history, people have had to make difficult choices like the one in the film. Their silence was eerie as they pondered such savage truths of what others had endured.
Each Friday, their communication brought growth and respect for each other and produced solid friendships. Oddly, the group turned out to be comprised of “popular kids.” Usually, middle schoolers didn’t want to be known to their peers as intellectual because they would seem nerdy. However, their maturity also meant they welcomed being intelligent. 
Later that month, they requested to plan a field trip, as if forming their own breakfast book club hadn’t already put them in the running for my favorite class of all time. They suggested going to a museum. I thought back to my middle school years. Would I have wanted to attend a museum for a field trip? Absolutely not. However, my gut understood their need for learning, and I couldn’t say no. As we talked it through, it turned out that none of them had ever been to the Museum of Arts and Science before, so that became the destination. To prepare, we read informational documents about famous museums worldwide. Taking it even further, each one chose an artist to research. The day before the field trip, each student presented their report with illustrations. 
With the last permission slip collected, we climbed on the bus. The chatter that took place became ferocious, and I knew a whole bottle of aspirin might be needed to get through the day. But the truth of the matter was, their excitement breathed life into me as a teacher. Their zest for learning was contagious, and I enjoyed instructing in a fresh way. 
I had an excellent group of chaperones who had signed up. Most were driving their own cars and meeting us at the museum, but a few were riding on the bus with us. As we found our seats, I ended up next to Abigail’s mom. As an educator at the high school level, she was happy to play hooky for the day and spend time with her daughter. I enjoyed the bonding moment as we began swapping teacher stories and laughing about funny things children say. I glanced up and watched another mother enter the bus. I wasn’t expecting another parent. The blood drained from my face when I realized it was Nathan’s mom. As she strolled down the aisle seeking a spot, my stomach turned flip-flops. She stopped, looking straight at me, then blurted out, “Hey, I got the day off today.”
“Great. I’m glad you can join us,” I replied, lying straight through my teeth. I wondered if she had caught any sarcasm. Abigail’s mom reached over, pinching my leg. She was trying to tell me something, but what was it? Sliding onto the bench in front of us, Nathan’s mom smiled with a big, toothy grin. Her nearness couldn’t help but remind me of the night in the parking lot with Nathan’s dad. Looking at her, I envisioned his disturbed face staring at me, and I wondered if she would be just as disturbed as her husband.
I blinked, deciding to remind myself that Mrs. Flynn was another individual altogether, but her presence seemed dark. She took over the conversation by droning on about moving to North Carolina from Kansas. I mentioned that Seth had grown up in Kansas, and I had visited a few times. I stopped going further, realizing I had just offered her personal information about my family. Why had I revealed Seth by name? So stupid! I had been gabbing with the other ladies and let my guard down. Part of me knew I should just sit quietly and listen. As an introvert, I struggled to meet new friends, but choosing a student’s mother never turned out as planned. 
We separated into groups with chaperones when we arrived at the museum. Each one traveled in a separate direction, but we met again at lunchtime. The event progressed smoothly, and the students no doubt made lasting memories, but I sensed something was wrong. I began wondering why Nathan’s mom decided to go on the field trip at the last minute. On the bus, I had been in full-teacher mode as I organized the details and directed everyone, but I couldn’t help wondering why Nathan’s mom appeared so kind and friendly to me. What could be her ulterior motive? Would it do me any good to talk to anyone about it now? Probably not. I didn’t have a reason at this point. So, as Mama used to say, “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all.” 
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On Monday morning, I was standing near the board teaching my favorite group when a knock on my door took me by surprise. Before I even had the chance to call out and invite her in, I observed the principal, Ms. Miller, casually entering the classroom, holding an enormous bouquet. I beamed, knowing my hubby must have sent it. Seth knew I never really liked roses, and I noticed immediately that the flowers in her hand were a colorful variety. The florist had placed a fancy purple bow at the base of the arrangement, creating an expensive-looking gift. I couldn’t help but smile again, as it sank in that Seth had taken the time to plan a pleasant moment for me. I adored that quality in my husband; he regularly remembered to send me presents on important days, like the first day of school, anniversaries, and Valentine’s Day. As I returned to teach, I acknowledged her with a smile, watching Ms. Miller quietly walk to my desk and place them gingerly on the right side. She grinned and nodded at me. I mouthed, “Thank you!” to her, and she stepped out as quickly as she had come in, trying not to interrupt instructional time. I continued the lesson and then moved the kids into an independent project, anxious to take a closer look at the bouquet. I walked to my desk in anticipation. I cherished his loving notes and how he called me “Cupcake.” I grinned as I peeled back the envelope, but to my shock, the words “I’m sorry” were scribbled in ink at the top of the card. 
It took me a minute to realize the arrangement did not come from Seth. It came from Mr. Flynn. “What the…?” I almost finished the expletive out loud. I glanced at the writing again. The card read, 

Ms. Barnes,
I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable in the parking lot.
Dave Flynn.

My eyes darted toward Nathan. I wondered if he realized his dad had sent the bouquet, but he hadn’t even looked up. He just sat reading his textbook and working. I felt my breathing become erratic and loud, just like the last time I received Mr. Flynn’s attention. Why did this man give me such a visceral reaction? I turned around and reached for my classroom phone, dialing the extension to call Ms. Miller, wondering if she had even made it back to her office since leaving my room.
“This is Ms. Miller,” she stated, unknowingly answering my unspoken question.
“Sandy, it’s Lauren,” I whispered under my breath. “Did you see who sent me those flowers?”
“Um, I assumed Seth?”
“No. It was Nathan Flynn’s dad.” I said in a hushed tone.
“What the…?” she started to express, cutting off her own expletive. “Oh, no… What, does he have a crush on you or something?”
She didn’t wait for my answer, then blurted, “Just come to my office as soon as you have a break.”
“The students go to the gym at 10:40. I’ll come up as soon as I drop them off.”
“Good. We need to figure this out.”
“Thanks. I have to tell you about Back-to-School night, anyway.” I mumbled quietly.
“There’s more?” she asked. “Now I’m really intrigued. I’ll see you soon.”
We hung up, and I glanced around to determine if anyone was listening to my conversation. Nope, all of them had their heads in their books. I peeked at them a second time, then tossed the massive bouquet into the trash underneath my desk. There was no way I would keep flowers from that creepy man! Just the sight of them gave me chills.
I glared into the garbage, now seeing the flowers differently. They weren’t beautiful, lively, or colorful. They stared at me, removing my power, just as Mr. Flynn had the night I met him. Placing my foot into the can, I pushed down onto the flowers until I noticed the stems snap. The petals fell off and lay at the bottom, looking back at me. I lifted my foot, assaulting them one more time, taking my fury out on them. The gigantic bouquet seemed lifeless. I felt better.
Mama would be proud; I took control of the situation.
When the time came, I walked the students to gym class and went directly to Ms. Miller’s office. She listened while I recapped Back-to-School Night. I noticed that her expression changed from concern to skepticism. She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head as I told her about the events in the parking lot. I wasn’t expecting this and did not like the direction it was heading. “Why would Nathan’s dad be under the impression he should send me flowers and write that note?” I asked, fishing for any sign that my suspicions were correct.
“Probably because he wanted to apologize,” she answered. 
I sensed negativity in her voice, and it made me angry. She didn’t understand my point at all. It really seemed like she thought I was exaggerating the situation. I was completely baffled.
“Listen, keep me informed if anything else happens,” suggested Ms. Miller. “I’m assuming Nathan is doing fine in your class? He has only lived in Boone for a few years, so I’ve been keeping an eye on him, and he’s been a consistently good student.”
“Yes,” I responded, “he’s great. He does all his work, is well-behaved, and I enjoy him. But…” 
“Then we have nothing else to discuss,” concluded Ms. Miller, cutting me off. “If Mr. Flynn continues to bother you, we will bring him in and have a conversation.”
“I appreciate your support,” I lied. The truth was, her lips flapped the “correct” words, but her tone didn’t reflect the same meaning.
I stood up, thanked Ms. Miller for her time, and put on my professional persona. What I wanted to say was, “Thanks for nothing,” but I kept that to myself. I decided, as I left, to document all that had happened so far, including this discussion, promising myself I’d keep good records of everything that transpired. My gut told me there would be more.
As I walked back to class, I thought about Principal Miller and how she had reacted. I knew she was trying to grasp the entire situation with Mr. Flynn, but it was hard for me to convey the gravity of the problem. She hadn’t been in the parking lot when he was hovering nearby in the dark. I knew he was trying to intimidate me, but it would be his word against mine. I need to stay away from this one. Most parents only come to school a couple of times a year, so I’d probably never have to see him again anyway, if I were lucky, and my intuition was wrong.
I got back to my classroom and began preparing for my next group. I wrote the date on the board along with the homework, then checked the book club schedule to determine which parent had signed up to bring breakfast. Every Monday, I would always send a reminder note home to the family in charge of the upcoming week’s meal, ensuring adequate planning time. I put my finger on the list, running it down until I found Friday’s date. It was Nathan’s parents. Another expletive I refrained from saying out loud entered my mind. I convinced myself that his mom would bring breakfast to the office, and I wouldn’t even have to look at her. Why did I have such awful feelings about his mom, or Nathan, for that matter? I shook my head side-to-side, chastising myself for making undue judgments, but my feelings about Mr. Flynn crept into how I perceived them. I knew better. I would fix that.
Throughout my teaching career, I have had a reputation for liking the “tough kids.” Challenging students who refused to do their work intrigued me. What made them tick? Inappropriate behavior never upset me. I felt there was always a reason a student was acting out in school. I just had to work on building a relationship with them so we could connect. Once I made that relationship, I always found something good in each one.
However, I still couldn’t help but wonder if Nathan would grow up to be a creep like his old man. I assumed Mr. Flynn was a handsome guy when he was younger. He had a pleasant face and even had a dimple in one cheek. In high school, I probably would have said he was hot. Something about a guy with a dimple and a pleasant smile had always melted me. Mr. Flynn was athletic-looking, so I guessed he might have played sports during high school or even college. Nathan had his mom’s hair color, but his features were more like his dad’s. Although Dave Flynn wasn’t bad-looking, his actions had made him ugly to me. I noticed a rubber band on my desk and picked it up. Sliding it onto my wrist, I gave it a slight snap. I jumped, feeling the zing of the band marking my flesh. It hurt like a tiny bee sting. I decided to wear the rubber band on my wrist and snap it each time I thought negatively about Nathan. That would fix it. Mama used to say, “Don’t judge a book by its cover.” So, there would be no judging Nathan because of his creepy father. Mama would be proud.
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October’s crisp air returned, giving way to fall. The leaves on the trees turned red, orange, and yellow, a watercolor of warm tones mixed in the sky. Neighbors put out seasonal decorations: pumpkins, witches, ghosts, and orange and black lights. Students buzzed about the upcoming Community Fall Fair held on the school athletic field on the last day of that month. They looked forward to the games, prizes, and food while dressed in their costumes. The event had become an annual fundraiser for the school, raising money to buy new books for the library. I loved Halloween, and anything that helped raise money for books swelled my heart. The students always tried to have the best costumes, but the teachers enjoyed dressing up and having fun so much that they always won the rivalry. 
The parent-teacher association planned games, cakewalks, apple bobbing, ring tosses, and clowns to do face painting. Dozens of pizza slices and hot dogs sizzled and simmered, but cider and donuts were the favorites. 
When the highly anticipated evening finally arrived, Seth and I found ourselves working at the pizza station, and Josh helped out because he didn’t have a football game that Friday night. He pretended I twisted his arm to get him to go to my school event, but I think he enjoyed meeting my students, whom he would hear so much about throughout the year. 
After we got set up, some of my students arrived in their costumes and made their way to our station. I introduced them to my husband and son. Meeting the teacher’s family excited the kids. It was like peeking into the private part of their life. 
The crowd grew larger and larger as the families continued to arrive. Little princesses, football players, and masks of every superhero were running around, screaming and having fun. A few families even brought their dogs dressed up. One was a cat, which was hilarious. A dalmatian came as Cruella DeVille, and another was an octopus. There was something about dogs in costumes that brought out laughter in everyone.
Josh and Seth covered the pizza station for a while so I could walk around and talk to families. I stopped at the apple bobbing station and found a few of my students giggling and getting wet while trying to grab the fruit without using their hands. I enjoyed watching them, and it brought back memories of times I attended school festivals as a kid. As the night progressed, I noticed I had seen most of the kids from my class. Sammy and Abigail had told me they would not be able to participate, so I knew they wouldn’t be there, but everyone else had already paid for their tickets, and there were a few more I was expecting to run into.
I moved to the cakewalk, where twenty chairs were placed in a circle. As the spooky Halloween music played, each costumed child walked in a loop until the music stopped, desperately trying to find a chair to sit in. There was always one less seat than people, so someone was inevitably “out.” I watched as they played a few rounds until it was down to the last two participants. I had noticed a witch with green makeup was quick on her feet. 
“Hi, Ms. Barnes,” said the witch in a stage whisper.
I squinted, trying to determine who it could be.
“It’s me, Penelope.” She cackled, imitating the character she was playing in her costume, and then prepared herself for the final showdown. As the music stopped, she slid into the only seat that remained. The other child walked away, a bit dejected, as a volunteer ushered Penelope to a nearby table to pick out a cake. Each dessert had been homemade, covered with orange or black frosting, and topped with edible treats of every kind, sporting a fall or Halloween theme. Penelope took her time until she found just the right one. 
She turned, facing me. “Look at this one, Ms. Barnes. It has at least two inches of frosting. It’s perfect.” 
I laughed just thinking about the sugar rush her parents would endure later. I waved goodbye and moved on to the next few games. The last one was limbo. The line of masked children was long, and their enthusiasm was fun to witness. The kids bent backward and walked under the wooden stick as more Halloween music played. It started out high, but the stick lowered as the music went on. Eventually, a few were out of the game because their witch hats or angel wings touched the stick, causing it to fall. The winner ended up being Batman, who was very stealthy and balanced. 
Having reviewed my list of students, I realized there was only one I needed to account for: Nathan. As I walked back toward the pizza station, I watched for him. It would surprise me if he didn’t attend the fair. Every day that week during school, he talked about coming. During class, he shared that the previous year, he had played a game and won a goldfish. This year, he hoped to do it again. My feelings about Nathan’s absence were split: on the one hand, I’d be sad if he missed out, but another part of me did not want to see his family again. Strep throat and the flu had recently run rampant through the school, and I hoped he hadn’t come down with one of them. Quite a few students had called in absent and stayed out for over a week. Even though I didn’t really want to, I made a mental note to email Ms. Flynn to check on Nathan. She was a communicator. She had sent three reminder emails when he missed a few hours of school earlier in the year for an orthodontist appointment. I noted it was excessive, but I also appreciated her being so responsible.
As the end of the fair neared, Seth, Josh, and I made our way up to the school office to turn in the cash box from the pizza sales to the school secretary. As we walked, I told them that the only way to function as a teacher was to recognize who the “real bosses” of the school were. If they needed something or wanted information, they knew to go directly to the secretary or the custodian.
Entering the office, I waved to Ms. McDonald, who was busy taking a phone call, even though school had been over for hours. A secretary’s work was never done, even if the office was technically closed. Phone in hand, she looked at us, rolled her eyes, and pointed to the chairs by her desk. I nodded in agreement and told Seth and Josh to sit next to me while we waited a few minutes, but it seemed like forever until she looked up. 
She sighed. “What in the world can you possibly need from me?” she asked, adding a sarcastic laugh.
I handed her the cash box. “Here’s the money from the pizza station,” I said. She took it from me, stood up, and walked toward the vault behind her desk. She hit a few numbers on the keypad and turned the lock on the door open. Just inside, she placed the cashbox on a shelf. Carefully, she closed the vault door again. I asked her to come closer to me as she walked back to her desk. As she leaned in, I whispered, “Do you know why the Flynn family didn’t come tonight?” 
She shook her head from side to side. “Hmmm, no. I haven’t heard anything, which is odd. I’ll make a call Monday morning to check on him.” She smiled a tired, end-of-the-week smile, but I still understood she would follow through.
“Thanks, friend,” I said. “I knew I could count on you to get the scoop.”
The night ended without ever seeing or hearing from Nathan and his family. I hoped he’d be back in school Monday morning and ready to learn. My “teacher radar” continued to send me intuition signals. Something didn’t seem right. 
As we drove home, Josh talked to me about my students. “It seems like you have a good class this year.”
“Yeah, they are good kids, and they’re so bright,” I replied. “I wish you had met all of them.”
“I’m sure I’ll get another chance,” Josh said. 
My mind returned to thoughts of Nathan. I hoped my instincts that had materialized were wrong, but Mama always told me to trust my female intuition. That, coupled with my “teacher radar,” made me a double threat. Or, at least, that’s what I told my students.
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