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Chapter 1


[image: ]


Our eyes collided during roll call in a head-on cognizance, my eyes and his, of recognition, cognition, and if I dare to speak candidly, ignition.

My words run on freely in scrambles and brambles and rambles when insidious shadows lurk at the fringe of night. Insistent, impatient, and impervious shadows. My words lose control, lose control when lethal wings batter against the brow of my barriers. 

Words are everything.

“Tito Hernandez?” I no-nonsensed my voice. One hand drifted to the fleshy lobe of my ear and twirled a pearl earring. The other thumbed official correspondence from a stack of such and fluttered one sheet closer to my face. 

Christ, who had eyes that color? 

The boy in the last row shrugged a mane of black curls out of his face, regarding me. He loosened his shoulders and shifted slightly upward in his seat.

Gold? No—they weren’t quite golden like the eyes of a lion, nor cat-on-your-lap yellow. 

Light caramel? Closer—honey brown with flecks of ochre.

Maybe amber—yes, amber described his eyes best—the hard, fossilized resin known for trapping unsuspecting insects within its distinctive honey-yellow beauty. 

Trapped within.

Tito’s lips curled at tortoise speed. He studied my reaction, obviously accustomed to the effect his eyes had on others, especially since the unique color juxtaposed exquisitely against ridiculously long, feathered black lashes. Gold, caramel, amber, whatever identifying shade one chose to attribute to those startling eyes proved a daunting task, no, that’s not what I meant. The word daunting fit, but task didn’t. The goal to categorize was a pleasure, in fact. 

The boy was sexy as hell.

The sides of his head were shaved, emphasizing wild locks cascading from a thick swatch of hair stretching from brow to nape like a draping Mohawk. Was he Latino? Black? More likely a mixture of both with exotic tidbits thrown in to give the eyes their incredible color. His features were refined, but not his bones, and his skin like burnished smoke.

I pinched the paper between my fingers and looked again, trying not to stare. What was behind the waterfall, behind the luminous sprinkles barely wet but not dry and reaching into my vision without lines? Luminous sprinkles! 

Darkness prowled in the boy’s eyes.

Tito coiled thewy arms across his chest and parted dangerously full lips. He tilted his head cockily, cheekily, belying the poker face with a subsequent smile. A defined hardness to his jaw. Big fingers.

Big fingers.

Not going to settle down to my mother’s kind of life. No shiny gray, ironing board grasshoppering scissor legs out of the hall closet to bear yet another triangular fused stain borne of familial fusion for me. Fused fusion. Spread domestic knees and lose your bees. Bees need to buzz not end up bipping and bopping against a tight window until they wear out and drop to a sill of layered, white paint and shrivel into tumbleweeds of despair and death.

Nope, not me. Let’s play on the tracks with matches, we can always extinguish the train if it ignites. The eyes of what lies in the cellar of my stomach may crack open upon impact, may stir. May flare its snout—no, nostrils. The Feeling may stir. Words won’t matter when the moon howls half-lidded in a constricted throat punctured by bone-sharpened teeth. 

Words won’t matter.

I moved on down the roster and to safer ground. All eyes—Tito’s, the other students, the secret ones—followed my descent at a distance. The desk leaned heavily into my hip. 

I’m not crazy.
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“It’s nice to meet everyone,” I greeted the new class. “My name is Miss Regina Jablonski, but it’s okay to call me Miss J.”

Blah, blah, and more fucking blah.

Papers needed to be distributed. Some were important—emergency numbers, the school calendar, and the state-mandated syllabus teachers were required to follow—the rest not so much. A few notices about dress code and appropriate behavior. Clubs and after-school sports.

No one paid attention, but they rarely did on the first day back. Probably still dreaming about boyfriends or girlfriends and the Jersey shore and maybe who got knocked up and had an abortion or who thought they could top their own parents’ parenting skills and raise a better human being. After ten years of teaching senior English in the Newark school system, I cargoed no illusions concerning student focus during the last year of high school. 

“Put it away.” I said for the first time but hardly the last.

A female student folded a note and kissed its edges, leaving an imprint of her gaudy, red lipstick. Another hookup? An invitation to experience condomless heaven?

I envisioned a machine specially designed to spit out the same phrases I spoke every damn day. Push a button for ‘listen up, class,’ ‘wait for the bell,’ ‘keep your hands to yourself,’ among others. Might not have to utter speech for days on end.

The girl pouted and slid the note under a green notebook adorned with hearts and arrows. She flipped her hair and slunk down into her seat. Pretended to care.

Please let at least one student give a shit about my class and stop evaluating the one other.

Tito rested his chin in his palm; elbow perched on the desk. Fingers tapped his face one by one. Pinkie. Ring. Middle. Pointer. Repeat. Cool yellow eyes followed me as I counted off the number of students in each row and handed the correct number of papers to the first person in each.

Mmmm. Probably seventeen, possibly eighteen. Looked more like a man than a boy. The eyes, of course, grabbed attention first, then the muscular rawness. Probably stupid and better if he were because then I could move on.

What was so interesting in an English class that he needed to watch my every move? 

It wasn’t like I was a knockout. Attractive in the normal sense—decent figure, more than a handful of boob, long brown hair I put up when working. I dressed in knee-surpassing skirts and pastel-colored blouses fitting for a professional look with a pinch of femininity. Maybe worth a second look, but nothing to stare at.

The bell rang. and a flurry of teenagers stormed out of the room. The usual jostling and big mouths. I gathered my things and prepared to hit the teachers’ lounge before my next class. The hallway emptied except for three stragglers. 

“There he is.” Monique What-ever-her-last-name was squared her shoulders.

“You’re hot, don’t worry about it.” Whatever-her-first-name, the girl at her side, assessed her friend’s skin-fitting jeans and low-cut, black blouse. “Talk to him this time.”

“Can’t.”

“You’re going to.” She grabbed the girl’s arm and dragged her over to where the young man leaned against the concrete walls of the school’s hall. “I’m tired of hearing about how smoking he is. Do something about it.”

“Noooo...” 

Tito tapped a pack of cigarettes against his palm. 

“Hey, can we bum a butt?” The girl clutched her friend’s elbow. 

“I don’t know.” Cocky grin. Eyes focused on the girls. “Can you?”

Stupid teenage flirting. I hurried off.
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Second day of class rose with no expectations of grandeur, delusions maybe, but definitely, defiantly lacking in forward motion. Stalled. Coughed out. Gave up the ghost of chance and choice to accelerate beyond one’s given roadmap. 

So sorry, but true. Not sorry but need to express sympathy to maintain the façade of societal norms. 

Tito’s eyes followed me as I took attendance. He wore baggy jeans, laceless sneakers, and small gold earrings in both ears. Gangster attire raged at the time, but I didn’t feel the druggie ‘boy from the hood’; his eyes were too alert. 

Why was he still looking at me? 

“Class, I mentioned the final yesterday because it accounts for a significant portion of your grade.” I searched the room for reactions. “I hope you had a chance to think about the book you’d like to read so you have plenty of time to write and revise throughout the school year.” 

Groans. Shuffling of feet. Maybe five of the students nodded, Tito one of them. 

“Rachel?” I’d had her in class the previous year. She was smart, compliant, and the perfect person to start with. Always better to get a new school year going with a solid student to pave the way.

“Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen.” Rachel beamed. Not one I would have chosen for her though; the girl didn’t possess the least amount of spirit, unlike Elizabeth Bennet.

“Very nice.” I marked it on my sheet. “It will be interesting to see how you compare and contrast your personality traits with the main character.”

When I looked up, Tito’s finger flicked. Interesting. The guys usually needed more prompting before they coughed up a title.

“I thought of Catcher in the Rye, at first.” Friendly smile. “But I thought the Collector by John Fowles seemed to be more...challenging.”

My stomach nosedived. Was he waiting for a reaction?  The main character in the Collector kidnaps a young girl and keeps her in his basement, hardly a standard choice for a high school book report.

“Ok.” I wrote it down without making any further comments. No more eye contact either.

When I finished with the book reports, I had nine titles out of a class of twenty-seven. Not bad. Run of the mill choices like To Kill a Mockingbird and the Great Gatsby. Only one title bothered me.

I covered the syllabus for the second time and assigned a small amount of homework to get back into the teeter-totter of things. Most of my students hated school, but thankfully, I found a few every year who enjoyed English. Never expected Tito to be one of them.

He hung back until the other students left. Up close, his eyes were even more startling.

“Miss J.” Tito leaned on one leg in front of my desk. Again, the friendly smile. “I loved the French Lieutenant’s Woman, so I thought it would be nice to read another book by Fowles.”

He didn’t know what the Collector was about?

“Mm, hm.” Not going to ask. 

Rippled arms peeked out from the sleeves of his shirt. Rippled might be formulaic but tough shit I’ll use the words I desire. Desire.

“I think I’m going to like your class.”

“Oh?” I rustled the papers on my desk. No asking why for that either. “Thank you.” 

Don’t stare. 

The unique color of his eyes drew me in, but their deepness disturbed the hair on the back of my neck at the same time. Too full of secrets. 

The boy unsettled me.

Tito clutched the strap of his backpack. When I didn’t say anything else, a flicker of disappointment crossed his features. He smiled wanly and said he’d see me later. I lifted my head as an acknowledgment but focused on putting my stuff away. He walked off.

No time to pinpoint what bothered me, or to fantasize. I needed to meet my roommate to give her a ride home. I didn’t need to think about a boy with pretty eyes.

Angela met me at my car. “Did you see the new calculus teacher?”

“How would I see him?” I scoffed at the question. “When do I go to the math building?”

My roommate and friend was an Algebra teacher, three years older than me. She missed nothing when it came down to men.

“Never know.” She tapped the passenger door. “You might have noticed a tall, handsome, not-so-dark stranger with a buzz-cut.”

“Doubt it. You aren’t painting the best picture of him.”

“It’s not like I know his dick size.”

“Yet?”

Angela slid into the car. “Never know.”

“You said that already.”

“It wouldn’t hurt you to notice a man for a change.” She clicked her seatbelt and poked my shoulder. “How long’s it been since you had any man meat?”

I let out an exasperated breath. “I do think about other things.”

“Mm.” Her attention waned when the subject wasn’t on men or men’s parts. “When’s the ‘Stang going to be finished?”

She didn’t remember details pertaining to other subjects either. How many times had I told her my project Mustang wouldn’t be fully restored for another two or three months? 

“Soon.” Not like she cared.

“If you didn’t sequester yourself in the garage for hours on end maybe you’d meet someone.”

“Don’t want to meet anyone.” I fibbed. I wanted to meet the kind of man who didn’t exist. “I like the garage.”

Some of my best memories were in my childhood garage with my father, tinkering with socket wrenches, pliers, and screwdrivers. We took out clogged carburetors, replaced exhaust systems, and hand sanded the body of a Barracuda. Daddy loved my almost photographic memory on car parts and how I could put the pieces back together on the first try. And I was oblivious to grease. Mother hated it—girls didn’t work on cars.

“Hurry up and finish it so we can go to car shows. We’ll find you a good lay at one of those events.”

“I’m sure.” I palmed the wheel of my Toyota Camry. Good car, but little idea how to repair it if it broke down. Computers had replaced mechanics. No more carburetors. “We can look for a man who knows how to repair cars when you run out of gas and screw up your engine, too.”

Angela swatted my shoulder. “I don’t have a mind for crap like that.”

“You remember the Pythagorean Theorem, but you can’t remember to fill your tank?”

“I am an interesting mixture of linear and radical thoughts.” She flashed perfect teeth at me.

“Aren’t we all.” Sometimes Angela bored me with her one-track mind and disregard for relevant obligations. “Hey, have you ever known anyone with amber eyes?”

“Can’t say I have, why?”

“I have a student with gorgeous eyes, and I’ve never seen the color before.”

“So?” She flipped her hand in the air.

“So I found them interesting, that’s all.”

She turned her body to peer at me. “Why would a student’s pretty eye color become a topic of conversation?”

“Jesus, Angela. No big deal.”

She tapped her finger on the console. “Is this student male or female?”

“What difference does it make?” I stepped on the gas, taking advantage of a driver letting me into the line of exiting cars. 

“Makes a difference. Spit it out.”

“He’s a boy, for god’s sake.”

“Now I get it.” Her face brightened. “One of your students’ has pretty amber eyes and you were admiring them.”

“I guess so.”

“Interesting.” My friend pressed her lips together like she was going to kiss someone and nodded. “You don’t notice a handsome new teacher, but you notice your student’s eyes.”

“Yeah, he’s in my class.”

“Well, well, well.”

“Shut up.” I pulled onto the street. 

“Well, well, well.”

Angela could be quite annoying at times. Always reading into things when there wasn’t a shred of evidence. “If you would like a ride home, you need to shut it.”

She grinned, leaning back into the seat. Traffic dispersed, and we began the half hour trip home.
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Chapter 2
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Within a week, I lost a quarter of my class to whatever compelling reasons youth drew upon to forsake education. The administration promptly transferred equally ambitious faces from other equally crowded classes to maintain equilibrium of teacher overwork. I never questioned my decision to work at a high school with a 42% graduation rate; it had been the first job offer I had received out of college. I had accepted Newark with a jeer at my mother and, even though other requests for interviews at schools with five stars and closer to home had come later, I stayed on. I used to love the challenges, the students, and the culturally diverse city. Not all students, though.

“Office.” I scribbled a pass and slapped it on Roger’s desk. “You had your one warning.”

The kid wore several strands of fake gold chains around his thick neck with a gaudy cross dangling between puffy nipples under a tight tee. His eyes were shiny black, impudent, and pig like. He looked around at his classmates, spread his palms heavenward and frowned. “I didn’t do nothing.”

“Now.” I stared him down.

“What?” A fleck of spit appeared at the corner of his mouth. He chomped his lips.

Instead of screaming and repeating myself, I used silence. It hadn’t taken me long to learn how to manage classroom disruption when I first started because I had a greater purpose then. I wanted to make a fucking difference. After finding my assertiveness, only once had I needed to summon security to rid my classroom of a troublemaker.

“Fuck this,” he muttered, making a great show of picking the pass up. He held it inches in front of his nose and squinted. “You spelled my name wrong.”

I pointed to the door.

The boy scrunched the paper and sneered at me. He looped his hand around the straps of his backpack and dragged his ass from my classroom.

“Anyone else like to partner with him?”

A few head shakes and rolling of the eyes. Half the class wasn’t paying attention and the rest didn’t care. 

“Good, let’s get on with Hamlet. Who wants to read?”

At the beginning of each new year, it usually took a week or two for the troublemakers to realize I wouldn’t tolerate trouble in my class. Nor suspected drug use or sleeping. Once the critical phase of establishing the upper hand had passed, I could focus on teaching.
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“’Night.” I lifted the identification card hanging around my neck on a braided chain. Security officers monitored every door as part of the new security policy. Guns had become an increasing threat.

“Ma’am.” A beefy guard (aren’t they always beefy, or porky) confirmed my teacher status without looking at me directly. A black pistol butt jutted from a tight belt keeping his berth manageable. He scanned the hall and the sidewalk outside the door. Students hustled off to band or football or debating club. Others lingered in the yard, fingering hidden contents in bulging pockets, casting furtive glances into the disbursing throngs.

I strode through the metal donut after the blue light flashed. Footsteps faded, and thick glass doors opened onto crumbling concrete. The faculty parking lot was behind the building.

“Miss J?” A polite voice caught me as I rounded the corner. 

Oh, no. 

“Can I ask you a question?” Familiar voice. Scuffing sounds, picking up pace behind me.

I turned my head but kept walking. Damn those eyes.

“I didn’t mean to bother you.”

“No bother.” My Camry was parked halfway across the lot. “I’m in a hurry, but if you want to walk me to my car we can talk for a few moments.” 

Tito lowered his head and smiled.

The only personal bit of information I knew about him was he had grown up with his grandparents, and his grandmother had died about a year ago. It was on the emergency information card each student filled out at the beginning of the semester. His mother was listed as a secondary contact with a different address. No one else.

“At the beginning of the year you asked everyone what they were interested in, remember?” Tito sped up to walk next to me. “Like novels, or short stories, or poetry?”

“I remember.” 

“I thought about it.” The young man kicked a stone. “I’ve had an interest for a long time, but it’s not something I can talk about with my friends.” He hopped sideways to crunch a Styrofoam cup. 

“I’d get made fun of big time.” 

I nodded, keeping my eyes on him. 

Tito leapt forward to kick a Coke can. It sailed several feet ahead of us and dropped with a clink. He pushed wayward hair out of his face and readjusted his backpack.

“Let me guess.” I tried to contain a smile. “Poetry?”

The boy stopped short. He pivoted backward, mouth open. “How did you know?”

I laughed, pleased with his reaction. “It’s not as uncommon as you think.”

A broad smile spread across his face. He cocked his head and tossed the curls out of his eyes. “I can’t believe you figured it out so quickly.” 

Hair in his face like a pony.

“Plenty of guys want to write poetry.” I stuck my free hand on my hip and returned the smile. “Especially when they want to impress their girlfriends.”

I could have sworn his eyes changed. A minuscule blush of light.

“Words interest me.” Tito reached for the books I held, fingers grazing my wrist. “Other things too.”

The unexpected action forced my eyes to his. Was that a smile or a smirk? Was I imagining things? My mouth suddenly went Sahara.

Whatever had appeared in his eyes vanished. Tito hugged my books to his chest, appearing younger and vulnerable. A good proportion of the kids in this area led tough lives and I was sure Tito was no exception. Newark held one of the highest violent crime rates in the state.

“Miss J.” His voice squeaked. “I never found anyone I felt comfortable sharing my thoughts with.”

This beautiful boy needed someone to help bring his potential to light? A tough guy on the outside, a sensitive poet on the inside. I could unlock his hidden muse.

“Tito, I’d love to help you develop your poetry.” Yes, I’d love to help. 

He looked down at his feet. His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his fingers tightened around my books. Through long lashes, the boy peered up at me and mumbled, “No one’s ever offered to help me before.” 

“My pleasure.” I held my hands out. “Thank you for carrying my books.”
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Football season pounded in full force. The players had begun practice at the end of summer, and the first scrimmage was only a week away. Outside my window, I watched burly boys slam and tackle each other, run laps, and fall to the ground for several rounds of push-ups. Mud splattered under stomping feet. A strident whistle. The coach’s voice carried into my classroom, muffled, but unmistakably raucous and blunt. Maybe the team would do better this year.

Tito hung back after class. After the room emptied, he pattered up to my desk and placed one hand on the wood. His nails were short. Clean.

He glanced at my face and then fixed his eyes on the desk. “I know how busy you are, but I was wondering if you might have time to talk to me about, well, you know.”

“Sure.”

The boy met my eyes. I’d never known anyone with eyes like his, not only the rare color but the shape as well. They were slightly slanted; what my mother would call ‘bedroom eyes.’ She’d also say to stay away from anyone with such eyes because they could hypnotize a girl. My mother was an ass, but she was right about the eyes.

“If you were able to meet after class, I could take a look at some of your work.” I held my breath. Maybe it was a stupid idea, but if a student needed my time to improve his or her writing I felt an obligation to provide the extra assistance. “We can call it tutoring so none of your friends will know.”

Tito traced a dark trail of wood grain on my desk, following the twists until it led to the edge. His finger lingered long enough for me to notice; he stuffed his hands in his pockets. 

“Good idea.” Solid eye contact. “I brought you something if you had a minute.”

“Oh.” No hesitation to jump right in. “Um, I could take a look now.”

Tito pulled a square of yellow paper out of his pocket. He unfolded it carefully, glancing at me. “Can I read it to you, it’s short?”

I nodded, intrigued. If I had thought he would be shy about sharing his poem, I was mistaken. 

In low timbre, he recited the words.

Adrift in Spring,

fleshy hues

of white and yellow

offering to be picked.

The wilted sigh of

a fragile petal, 

perishes in my hand

paled, impaled

on the sword of a crimson tide.

Tito lowered the paper and caught what must have been a concerned reaction on my face. He grimaced. “Was it that bad?” 

Perish in my hand.

I shook my head. “Does it have a title?” 

“Not yet.”

“I’m gathering it’s not a love poem.” 

“It started out like one.” He bit his lower lip. “But I’m not sure love exists.” 

“I hope you don’t feel that way.”

Tito paused. He flicked his eyes to mine. “Maybe I haven’t found the right person.”

Those damn eyes bore into mine like he knew me. Cognizance. He knew something and I knew something and The Feeling knew something. The three of us recognized each other.

His face reminded me of a fox in the bushes, a splendid creature with a rusty coat and black-tipped tail. Intent has nothing to do with beauty, however; evening falls and the rustle of feathers draws safety to a close. 

The room felt small, claustrophobic. I almost missed his question. 

“Why are girls so tough to understand?”

The fox fled, and the boy reappeared. How could a seventeen-year-old kid throw me off balance? 

“Good question.” I tilted my head. “And if you ever find the answer, please let me know.”

Tito snorted. He folded the paper and put it back in his pocket. “What days can you meet next week?”

“I have Tuesdays and Fridays open.”

“I’ll take both.” Grin. Before he exited the classroom, he looked back over his shoulder, the expression of pleasure fading from his face.

Interesting fellow. I wanted to know how interesting. No, needed to know.
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Tuesday zipped into place. Since my weekends usually consisted of antique car restoration, butternut ravioli (or lobster if particularly inclined) from my favorite local restaurant, and an occasional night out with friends from college, the thought of poetry with a budding student poet significantly zapped time along. My own verses stagnated in a pond choked with green algae, my own doing naturally, out of boredom not writer’s block.

I don’t get writer’s block. It was easy to pen words and string them together for a story, an essay, or a poem. There was always fodder for the brain available in the line at the supermarket if one listened to not-so-private conversations of other shoppers, in the words of a child, the curl of a cat’s paw, or colors of rocks and leaves. Call me sentimental, I’m not. Paint me with adjectives and adverbs and I’ll sling them back with powerful, dynamic prose. 

My proetry, yes, prose and poetry make proetry. My word and nobody better steal it. My proetry won contests, was chosen to be analyzed by scholars, and was printed in literary magazines including the Paterson Review. Damn hefty for a high school student up to and including college. I didn’t get writer’s block two or so years ago either, I chose to stop writing anything resembling poetry. Work crap, sure, but nothing personal. I had other needs, other than churning out captivating words with profound and clever meaning.

And one more item about writing. I hate pages of endless description about settings or character clothing. Yup, I care if fifteen-year-old Janny Jones wore jeans an inch above her ankle or if her ass looked good in them unless the story was about good-looking asses on teenage sluts.

One, two, three, four. Tell the people what she wore.

I care on a subterranean, cavernous level if Janny Jones went skinny-dipping in an endless sea of oceans of bodies of water next to streams and lakes and creeks and dried-up gullies and tears. Yup.

She wore an itsy-bitsy, teeny-weeny, yellow polka-dot bikini for the first time today. Serves the dumb bitch right. Maybe she should have stuck with a simple black one-piecer under shorts like her mother told her to wear.

Sometimes my words leech under a rock and sluggishly defy sense, all guise or disguise, all now not later because I need, I need more than words can off me. I mean offer me. I need need.

Boredom and the search for, dare I diminish my capability for superior word choice and call it passion, calcified my desire for written expression. Lust rode me hard, unrequited. Confined me in a cramped stall, flanks heaving, foaming, alone, without even a mere walk, bridled, in circles to cool me. But I was a good girl with an intact moral constitution. I was a teacher with an obligation to disadvantaged youth.

At the end of Tuesday’s class, Tito stuck his books in his backpack one by one. I stacked my own in a neat pile and slid my pen into my purse.

“Hey.” A male student with torn jeans popped into my classroom. Tito frowned and shook his head. The kid smirked and disappeared. The noise in the halls subsided.

“I have something for you, Miss J.” The young man hoisted his backpack over one shoulder and sauntered up to my desk. He let the bag slide to the floor, bent over it for a moment, and stood up straight. Neck muscles flexed.

“Guess why I brought this for you.” Tito cupped an object in both hands.

I lifted my chin and smiled.

He placed an orange in the center of my desk and folded his arms across his chest. “Guess.”

“Um.” 

A sly smile appeared. “Oh, come on.”

“You know I like fruit?”

Head shake.

“Oranges came with lunch and you don’t like them, but you didn’t want to throw it out?”

Another head shake accompanied by a shift of weight to one foot.

“Um.” I picked the orange up, rolled in my hands, and leaned back in my chair. This was fun. “I know. Winter is coming, and you thought I should beef up on vitamin C.”

“I thought you’d get it.” Tito unfolded his arms and placed his hands on his hips. “I’m disappointed.”

“I’m sorry, sometimes I can be quite obtuse.”

“Big words won’t get you out of it.”

“Tell me.” I tossed the orange from one hand to the other.

Tito stepped closer and held his hand out. I tapped the fruit into his palm, my fingers brushing against his skin. His eyes seemed to hold my jaw to prevent me from looking away.

“If I had brought you an apple, it would have been a cliché.”

Normally, I caught on quickly. 

“I hope I don’t have to spell it out for you.” The boy dug his thumbnail into the flesh of the orange. “But if I do, it’s spelled c-l-i-c-h-e with that little, French thing at the end.”

“It’s called an accent aigu.” I mouthed the word with my best French accent.

“Nice to know.” He ripped back a hunk of orange peel, releasing a fine shower of spray. A sweet, pungent smell perfumed the air. 

What a witty boy. 

“Not bad, Tito.” I accepted the offered orange wedge. “Not bad at all. Sorry, it took me a minute to get it.”

“Obtuse?” He popped a segment of fruit in his mouth.

“Yes, or maybe a little slow on the uptake.”

“How about dim-witted?” Deadpan. Another orange section disappeared.

“Now that’s not nice.” I pursed my lips. “Let’s keep it congenial.”

“You mean affable?” 

“Or at least cordial.” I swallowed my piece of fruit, enjoying the sweetness. “Hey, didn’t you bring the orange for me? You know, instead of the proverbial apple?”

“A hackneyed piece of fruit?” Tito set the last wedge of orange directly in front of me on the desk. He watched me bite off half of it.

“Gotta go.” He grabbed the straps of his backpack.

“I thought we were going to work on your writing.”

“We just did.” The boy strolled from my room. 
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Friday took forever to arrive. No zipping or zapping. No red-and-white uniforms knocking each other over today; the Warriors hustled into a beaten, yellow bus headed for a scrimmage in the next town. With a bellow of smoke and the coach’s encouragement, the bus heaved off toward potential victory.  

Like Tuesday, Tito stuffed his backpack until the class had emptied. When the last student left, he trod up to my desk. Without asking, he grabbed a chair and swung it around to sit on it backward. He leaned his arms on the back of the chair.

“Miss J, there can’t be any fooling around today.” His eyes were hard.

“What...”

“I need you to explain a poem for me.”

“Okay.” Had I done something wrong?

“Here.” The boy handed me a photocopied poem entitled Death by Any Other Name. The author’s name was Anonymous. 

I read it several times. There were structure errors, lame metaphors, and a plethora of clichés, but only the subject matter bothered me.

“Did you write this?”

“Why, because it sucks?” 

“No, of course not.” 

“The poor, uneducated boy from Newark can’t write, is that what you’re thinking?” His eyes narrowed.

I sat up straight and pulled my hands from the desk, clutching them together in my lap. “Tito...”

“I’ve heard that my whole life.” 

“I looked forward to getting together with you because I see talent.” My fingers squeezed each other. My pulse quickened.

“Then why did you ask me if I wrote it?” The boy looked through me. “Would I bring someone else’s work?”

Hard swallow. Hard to answer. “The author says Anonymous and the first poem you read me seemed more complete.”

“It’s a rough draft.” 

“Okay, they all start as a rough draft.” 

“Yeah.” Tito snatched the paper from the desk and crumbled it. “Maybe you’re the wrong person to help me.”

What had I done? “Is everything okay?”

He closed his eyes, temple throbbing. “My mother canceled on me again.”

“I’m sorry.” I rescued the wadded paper and unwrinkled it on the desk. “I could see how that would be upsetting.” 

“I’m sorry, Miss J.” The boy’s lip fluttered. 

His eyes shone. “I almost canceled, but I wanted to see you and I brought the worse poem I ever wrote to try to get the bad feelings out.” His words jumbled into each other. 

“Tito, it’s okay. We all have bad days.”

He sniffed. “I know I need to work on this one more.”

“You can show me your work at any point in the process.” I wiped my hand across the paper again. “There’s a lot of feeling in this one, it’s the hardest part to get down on paper.”

Tito focused on my face. “You’re sweet.”

“Can I read your poem out loud?”

“Why, it’s only a rough draft?”

“I want you to listen to it as if someone else had written it.” I didn’t want to read it again, let alone out loud.

“Guess so.” 

“Pretend you’re at a poetry recital for budding poets.” I tipped the top of the paper toward me. “Don’t judge, listen.”

Silence, but no refusal. I cleared my throat.

“Strong hands bookend

the life of a pictureless book.

Book of no life, death.

Red drool from the savage beast

beats in all chests. Shredded throats

and snapped tendons, or femur, or ulna.

Pick of the litter. Pick your poison. Pick up

your feet and unsheathe your talons. Shriek

into silence when the greater good goes bad,

and blackness reigns.”

Tito’s face smiled like a jackal. His eyes locked on my neck, and his hands spread open on his knees. Poised.

“It’s different when I listen to my words instead of reading them and hearing them in my head.”

I set the poem on the desk and forced a smile. “Tell me what you like about it first.”

“It’s graphic. I used the specific bones to snap.”

Yes, you did. 

“I liked the hands bookending a book with no pictures and red drool and shriek into silence.” Tito jabbed a finger at his paper, and the animal grin faded. “I liked it better when you read it to me.”

“Any ideas come to mind?”

“How about snapped tender tendons?” The jackal reappeared. His voice lowered. “Say it out loud—snapped tender tendons—I think I made an alliteration.”

I squeezed my legs together.  

“Isn’t there something when words sound like what they describe?” He repeated the word snapped.

“Miss J?”

“Sorry, thinking about your words.” Thinking about more than words.

“Hmm, do you like my words?”

I eyed him. “Tito, I like your words, but no words are coming to mind right now to describe them.” 

“How about you take my words home with you this weekend?” His eyes caressed me. “Do what you will with them and let me know how they made you feel next week.”

“Are you giving me an assignment?”

“I’d like to know if my words behave for you.”

His words backed me against a wall. My throat tried in vain to claw its way free. I wanted more of his words.

“No one else has ever spent this kind of time with me.” All traces of distress had vanished. “I’m sorry I lashed out at you earlier when you were trying to help.”

“Let me know if something is bothering you next time.” I squeaked, staring at the desk. 

“I will. You’re sweet.” 

He unnerved me. Bold words from the self-professed poor, uneducated boy.

Onamonapoeia. The word popped into my head after he left.
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Chapter 4
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Angela’s voice rang out from behind the bathroom door. “I need a ride.”

“You ran out of gas again?” I set my favorite mug with a photo of a poppy red, ’67 Mustang Fastback into the sink.

“Just because I need a ride doesn’t mean I did something stupid.” The toilet flushed. “I left the car overnight for an oil change, so I wouldn’t forget.”

“How can you forget an oil change?”

Angela hurried down the hall to the kitchen. “I didn’t. That’s the whole point.”

“Stop using my mug.”

“I didn’t use your damn mug.”

“Did too, it was wet inside.” I squirted dish soap into my drinking utensil and swished a bottle brush around the inside. Rinsed. Dried with a paper towel. 

“For god’s sake, Gina, a mug is a mug.” 

I stood on my toes and placed my mug on the top shelf of the cabinet. “If you want rides then you better use your own stupid white mugs with the stupid logos you get from trade shows.”

“Are you giving me a ride or what?”

“I’ll give you a ride because you decided to treat your car with respect and be proactive for once.”

“I guess I’d better not tell you how long it’s been since the last one.” Angela smiled with white, gleaming teeth. “Let’s go. I won’t be around this weekend, driving to Vineland.”

“Oh, it’s the math festival already?”

She nodded and plucked her bag from the counter. “Thirty-two kids this year.”

“Wow, last year you only had twenty.” 

“I know!” Her face lit up. “I think I might be able to get a grant for it next year. It’s taking off.”

For the past two years, Angela and another teacher had initiated a festival for preschoolers to teach math in fun ways. There were counting races and giant addition and subtraction games using the children as numbers. It had been a hit for both the kids and the parents.

“I’ll help you write the proposal, if you want.”

“I’d love it.” We shoved out the back door to the garage. “What about the English club? I don’t remember you saying anything.”

“I’m not doing it this year.”

Angela stopped abruptly, nearly causing me to crash into her. She turned around with her mouth open. “What?”

I poked my briefcase into her thigh. “Come one, I don’t want to be late. You could have told me you needed a ride last night.”

“No club this year?”

I slid into the Camry. “Muriel wanted to run it, so I let her.”

“What the hell is up with you?” Angela smoothed her skirt over her knees and adjusted the seat to accommodate her long legs. “Four students won awards last year from your efforts in the club. They did a feature article in the paper on you, for god’s sake. Newark Teacher Wins, and all that.”

I hit the garage-door opener and backed out. “Muriel will do a good job.”

“The scholarship, too.” Angela paused, looking at me. “Why aren’t you doing it, Gina?”

“I need a break.”

We hopped on 78. Morning traffic stretched ahead of us like it did every day—an endless, crawling carpet of silver, black, white, red Toyotas, Fords, Audis, and Hondas. 

“A break from bringing up reading scores? A break from giving the kids something to look forward to?”

I shrugged.

“What was it you told me when you first started?” Angela cracked her window. “These kids need to find a positive way to express themselves and words would give it to them.”

“I said that?”

“Yes, idiot, you said that.”

“I think I’m not feeling it anymore.” Not think.

“Is it your Dad?”

“I don’t know.”

“Because you broke up with Marty?”

“Maybe.” 

“He was nice.” Angela rummaged into her purse, pulling out a stick of gum. “Everyone liked him, and he adored you.”

“Don’t you dare put that out the window.”

Angela smirked and stuffed the gum wrapper into the hanging garbage bag. 

“I need to finish the Mustang.”

“So finish the Mustang. But what’s the car got to do with the writing club?”

“I’m not running the club this year, and there’s nothing left to say about it.”

“I really don’t understand why you’d give up something you love and something that benefits the students.” 

I pictured my fingers wrapped around the wheel of the Mustang instead of the Camry. I leaned back against the black-and-white pony interior. Ford’s shiny, chrome horse galloped across the grill of my newly polished front end, the rotting convertible top replaced with new, fine-grain leather. A bit more body work and the car would be ready for a fresh coat of Wimbledon white.

“Are you listening?”

“No.”

The exit for Newark passed overhead. I hit the blinker and stuck my nose into the right-turning traffic. The same school for how many same years. Same students. Same men with different names. I’m the same too.
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“I thought I should bring you nice words this time,” Tito said, standing. “I don’t want you to form a negative opinion about me. Only a few words though, I don’t want to tarnish my reputation.”

“Sully your good name?” 

“Disgrace my honor.” Crooked grin.

I couldn’t help but smile. “I would love to hear words on a more positive note.”

“They only came to me in the past day, even less than a rough draft.”

I stretched out my arms in front of me, touched my hands together, and swung them slowly apart. 

Tito ahemed.

“A quivering vine clings to brick,

blanket of ivy on mortar, shells

from the sea offer lapping waves

to an exacting sun

shine, outshine

the advancing siege of drought.”

“Can you read it again?” I leaned forward.

He lowered his chin and recited it again.

“Tito, it’s beautiful.” My voice caught. “’Shells from the sea offer lapping waves to an exacting sun.’ Hope.”

“Thank you.” He was still, lost in his words.

“Shells and mortar.” I tapped his arm.

The boy looked up. His expression read subdued, yet watchful, if the two could be paired together. 

“Thank you for sharing it with me, but it’s better than a rough draft.”

“I don’t usually feel hopeful.”

I nodded, hoping he would go on. 

“Aren’t you going to ask why?”

“I thought if you wanted me to know you’d tell me.”

“It’s my last year of high school.” He grimaced. “I don’t know what to do when I graduate.”

“What are the choices you’ve come up so far?”

“There’s only two choices when someone graduates—college or work.”

Another nod.

“Miss J, isn’t a teacher supposed to say ‘of course, you should go to college, Tito. You’re a smart boy with lots of potential’.” He tipped his head from side to side in mock speech.

“You want me to give you a standard answer for most seniors’ dilemmas?” I soothed my tone.

“I don’t know, but I want you to say something.”

“I’ll tell you how I feel about it,” I said. “I believe the choice to attend college or work is a personal one. It’s your life. If someone else makes the decisions or pushes you in a certain direction it might not go well.”

“Do you think I should go to college?”

“I will say you are very smart and if you choose to go, I think you would do well.”

“Everyone says that.”

“What did you dream about doing when you were a kid?”

Tito glanced out the window. The football players crashed against a bulky, blocking apparatus while another kid pushed against it from the other side. Opposing forces. A few mothers stood on the sidelines gossiping and checking their watches.

“I’ll talk to you about it another time.” 

“Okay, I’d like to know.” 

Tito stepped close to my desk until he stood over me. His foot connected with the leg of my chair, sending a jolt through the wood. Standing over me with those eyes.

“You give me hope, Miss J.” 

“Anytime.” Anytime.
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“Do you think I could make a living as a poet?” He tossed his backpack onto the desk chair.

I laughed. “No one makes a living as a poet.”

The bag landed on the edge of the chair and toppled to the floor, spilling some of the contents. Reflexively, I bent down to help him scoop up the fallen papers. One of the headings caught my eye.

It was entitled “Bones of her Breast.” A quick glance caught the words ‘ossified’, ‘premature decay’, and ‘shriveled in my mouth as I suckled’. Tito snatched the sheet from my hands.

“Give me that.” His voice cut. “It’s personal.”

I shrank back. “I’m sorry.”

He didn’t respond.

“I was only trying to help.” I tucked my thumbs inside my fists, something I used to do as a little girl when my mother started one of her screaming fits. 

He immediately replaced the blast of rage with his everyday face. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“I didn’t mean to pry.”

“My mother came this past weekend for her obligation visit.” Tito finished putting the spilled items back in the bag. He kicked the bag under the chair and sat down. “I wrote it after she left.”

“I didn’t write for anyone to see.” Anger and pain were evident in his eyes. “The words flowed out of me onto the paper after she left.”

I unclenched my hands. Blood returned to my thumbs.

“The words were like ants, marching from a hole in my emotions and onto the paper.” His face contorted, then relaxed. “I felt better after I wrote it.”

Empathy welled inside me. The kid had obviously suffered from family issues for a long time. Like me. Loose thoughts, negative emotions would roam freely until put to paper, turning angst into words.

“I understand.” In my need to connect, to soften his turmoil, I reached out and took one of his hands and placed my other one on top.

“The greatest works are created out of intense emotion,” I spoke with conviction, my action secondary to my words, “whether it’s art, music, dance, or writing.”

Tito went still, focused on my lips.

“The work might not be pretty, but it’s great.” My attention shifted from the conversation to my hands. “A lot of potential in your poem.”

A sudden consciousness seized me. Breath went in, breath went out. Acute awareness of my body. Not the chemistry one feels when they are attracted to a potential lover, but like a quick intake of breath in reverse. A psychic beckoning.

He inhaled the energy out of my body; a direct force from me to him.  This is crazy. My essence sizzled away from the simple touch of my hand into his. 

I tried to break contact, but a profound internal pull prevented it. 

And he knew it.

Cappuccino colored eyes whorled with emotion. He gazed at me without smiling, without releasing my hands. I looked away first.

“You touch me in so many ways.” Satin voice. A silken hum. Velvet words settled on my shoulders, infusing me with his heat. I yanked my hands from his and jerked upright, muttering something about using the restroom. I fled.

The bathroom door slapped shut behind me. I didn’t bother going to the teachers’ lounge; no students were around. I jammed my palms on the corners of the sink and caught my image in the mirror. Crazed. 

Pistachio green tile. The smell of disinfectant. The metallic echo feeling found only in school bathrooms. So lonely. I let out a long breath.

I washed my hands in cold water, grateful for the bite against my skin. Empty soap dispenser. A permanent gray ring in the sink. Wads of cardboard-colored towelettes overflowing the garbage and strewn on the floor. My fingers tingled. 

I returned to the classroom. Thank God he was gone.

No idea how long I had wrung my hands under water, but I managed to drive away thoughts I should never have entertained. I banished them to a remote part of my brain where they could frolic with all the other wayward, forbidden thoughts I had accumulated since childhood.

Sex was a chore for a woman; a duty to be performed to slake the needs of a husband and to produce children. Mother said so. “Let a young man from a good family court you,” she had told me and my sister growing up, “and never let him have the milk for free.” She had refused to allow us to take the sex education classes at school and probably thought her offspring were still virgins. Why did I get other feelings, then?

One time I made the mistake of questioning her views. She said I would go to hell unless I followed the rules. Whose rules? Hers, of course. Her church backed it up, but she put a serious spin on the sins of fornication. 

Bury the feelings. Mumble jumble words with clawing at my insides screaming, oh the screaming and the reaming and the dreaming. Bury the dead inside my head and hope the living will live. Touch did it. Brought to fore or apt, pupil larvae metamorphosis. Touch brought it to me.

I couldn’t allow myself to have any type of physical contact with him, no matter how innocent-seeming. I found a student attractive, so what? Not like I would act on it. I would tutor and teach as if he were a female student or any other pupil. And that concluded the extent of self-discovery.
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Study hall proved simple. Nod to acknowledge his presence, sit at the far end of the auditorium, and encourage other students to linger around me. Not once did I glance in his direction. If he and his friends acted up, one of the other teachers could deal with it. Class would prove more difficult, but I could wear my teacher's face and get through the day.

Damn. Almost made it.

“I want to apologize for yesterday.” Tito clomped up to my desk after class wearing clunky, black boots smeared with mud. “I know Wednesdays aren’t one of our days, but I didn’t want to wait until Friday to tell you I’m sorry.”

His hair was pulled to one side, gathered with a rubber band. No shaggy pony look. Still handsome in his tight t-shirt and baggy jeans. I pushed the assessment of his physique aside.

I nodded with a wave of my hand, smiling, but barely looking at him. At least his expression matched his words.

“No one has ever been this nice to me before.” He shrugged the backpack higher up
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