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            THE FRIDAY NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      David Anderson sat at the kitchen table with a stack of incident reports three inches high. Each one required his signature. Each one represented a student who had done something wrong—talked back to a teacher, shoved someone in the hallway, vaped in the bathroom, cheated on a test.

      His job, every time: read the report, determine the consequence, sign the bottom line.

      Detention. Suspension. Parent conference.

      Repeat.

      David picked up his red pen. Clicked it. Read the first report.

      Student: Sophia Martinez. Grade: 8. Incident: Posted photo of another student in bathroom stall without consent.

      Cyberbullying. Three-day suspension. Parent conference. Signed.

      Next.

      The pile never got smaller. Every day brought new incidents. New problems. New signatures required.

      David's coffee had gone cold an hour ago. He drank it anyway.

      From the living room, his daughter's voice: "Dad! Can we get pizza?"

      "Ask your brother what he wants."

      "He says pepperoni."

      "Fine. Order it. Use the card on the counter."

      Footsteps. The sound of his daughter rummaging through the junk drawer for the credit card. The phone screen glowed. She opened the delivery app.

      His kids were ten and thirteen. Both had phones. Both had social media accounts he did not monitor closely enough. He knew this. But he was tired. And they seemed fine. Good grades. No major problems.

      He told himself that was enough.

      David picked up another incident report. This one made him pause.

      Student: Jordan Hayes. Grade: 7. Incident: Refused to participate in PE class. Sat alone on bleachers. When coach approached, student said "I do not feel like it" and refused to engage further.

      No violence. No profanity. No property damage.

      A kid who did not want to run laps.

      David's pen hovered over the consequence boxes. There were five options: verbal warning, detention, suspension, parent conference, counselor referral.

      He checked 'Counselor referral.' Then he paused. Unchecked it. Checked 'Verbal warning' instead. Counselor referral required paperwork. A formal process. The counselors were already overwhelmed.

      David signed the bottom. Moved on.

      The front door opened. His wife came in, arms full of grocery bags. Book club always turned into grocery shopping. She never came home empty-handed.

      "How was it?" David called.

      "Good. We spent forty minutes talking about the book and two hours complaining about our kids' schools." She set the bags on the counter. Looked at David's stack of papers. "You are still working?"

      "Almost done."

      "You said that an hour ago."

      "This time I mean it."

      His wife moved behind him. Kissed the top of his head. "You need a vacation."

      "I need a different job."

      "You love this job."

      David looked at the incident reports. At the signatures. At the consequences he had assigned to children he barely knew.

      "I used to," he said.

      His wife squeezed his shoulder. Went upstairs.

      David returned to the stack. Fifteen more to go. He could finish them tonight. Get ahead. Start the weekend without work hanging over him.

      His phone sat face-up on the table. The screen lit up. A call.

      Unknown number.

      David let it ring. Probably spam. Probably someone attempting to sell him extended car warranty or solar panels.

      The call went to voicemail.

      He picked up the next incident report. Started reading.

      His phone lit up again. Same number.

      David frowned. Spam callers did not usually call back immediately.

      He answered. "Hello?"

      "Mr. Anderson?" A woman's voice. Strained. Upset.

      "Yes. Who is this?"

      "This is Kelly Patterson. Emma's mom. From Jefferson Middle."

      David's mind sorted through hundreds of students. Emma Patterson. Eighth grade. Quiet kid. Good grades. Never in his office.

      "Mrs. Patterson. Is everything okay?"

      "No." Her voice cracked. "No, it is not. My daughter showed me something tonight. Something from a group chat. With her classmates. I need you to see it."

      David closed his eyes. Group chats. The bane of every middle school administrator's existence. Private conversations that turned into public nightmares. Bullying disguised as jokes. Rumors spread at digital speed.

      "What kind of content are we talking about?"

      "I am sending you screenshots now. Please. Look at them. There is a boy—Jordan Hayes. Do you know him?"

      David looked down at the incident report in front of him. Jordan's name stared back.

      Refused to participate in PE class. Sat alone on bleachers.

      "I know Jordan," David said slowly.

      "He posted something. In the chat. Fifteen minutes ago. Mr. Anderson, I think he is going to hurt himself."

      David's pen stopped moving.

      "What did he post?"

      "I am sending it now. Please. Look at your phone."

      David pulled the phone away from his ear. Switched to speaker. A text message appeared. Mrs. Patterson. Three screenshots attached.

      He opened the first one.

      

      8TH GRADE 2024 · 43 members · Friday 9:14 PM

      Brianna: ok who's coming to Elizabeth's Saturday [image: party popper] Brianna: Tyler? Tyler: obv lol Brianna: Chloe? Chloe: yes!! Brianna: what about Nate Tyler: 6-7 Chloe: 6-7 [image: grimacing face] Brianna: yeah 6-7 sorry Brianna: Rachel? Tyler: 6-7 [image: skull] Brianna: lol yeah Brianna: what about Jordan Tyler: 6-7 Chloe: 6-7 Brianna: 6-7 Brianna: Mia? Tyler: 6-7 Chloe: 6-7 lol Jordan: Thanks for clearing things up. I know where I stand now. 6-7. Always been 6-7. Not anymore.

      Jordan Hayes left the chat.

      

      David stared at the screen.

      Mrs. Patterson's voice came through the speaker. "Mr. Anderson? Are you there?"

      David's mouth had gone dry.

      "I am here."

      "What does that mean? 'Not anymore'? That sounds like—like he is going to⁠—"

      David stood. The incident reports scattered across the table.

      Jordan Hayes. Seventh grader. Refused to participate in PE. Sat alone.

      A kid who did not want to run laps.

      A kid David had given a verbal warning.

      A kid he barely knew.

      "Mrs. Patterson, I need you to stay calm. I am going to handle this."

      "Should I call the police?"

      "I will call them. You did the right thing by telling me. Thank you."

      He ended the call.

      Stood in his kitchen.

      Stared at the screenshots.

      Not anymore.

      David grabbed his keys.
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      David stood in his kitchen with the phone in one hand and his keys in the other. His wife appeared in the doorway.

      "What is wrong?"

      "A student. I need to check on him."

      "Now? It is almost ten."

      "Now."

      She looked at his face. Read something there. Nodded. "Be careful."

      David was already moving. Through the living room. Past his kids on the couch—his daughter with her phone, his son with a video game controller. Normal Friday night. Normal life.

      He hit the front door at a walk that became a run.

      His car sat in the driveway. He got in. Started the engine. Backed out too fast. The tires squealed.

      He pulled up Jordan's information on the school database while stopped at a red light. Home address: 247 Oak Street. Phone number listed. David dialed. Five rings. Voicemail. He tried again. Same result. He pulled up the emergency contact. Mother: Rebecca Hayes. Night shift nurse. David dialed. A receptionist answered.

      "I need to speak with Rebecca Hayes. She works there. Nursing staff."

      "One moment please."

      Hold music. Soft jazz that made David want to scream.

      The light turned green. He drove. One hand on the wheel. Phone pressed to his ear.

      The music cut off. A new voice. "This is Rebecca."

      "Mrs. Hayes, this is David Anderson. I am the vice principal at Jefferson Middle School."

      Silence.  "Is Jordan in trouble?"

      "No. Not exactly. I received a concerning message tonight. From another parent. About something Jordan posted in a group chat. I tried calling your house but there was no answer."

      "I am at work. Night shift. Jordan is home alone. He is old enough. He knows the rules. Lock the doors. Do not answer for strangers. Call me if there is an emergency."

      "Mrs. Hayes, the message Jordan posted suggested he might hurt himself."

      The silence on the other end stretched. David heard voices in the background. Hospital sounds. Beeping monitors. Intercom announcements.

      "What did he say?" Her voice had changed. Gone tight. Afraid.

      David read the message from the screenshot. Word for word.

      "Not anymore," Rebecca repeated. "What does that mean? Not anymore what?"

      "I do not know. But I think someone should check on him. I tried calling. No answer."

      "He probably has his headphones on. He does that. Music too loud. He can not hear anything."

      "Mrs. Hayes⁠—"

      "I can not leave my shift. We are short-staffed. I have patients who need me. Can you—" Her voice broke. "Can you go check on him? Please? I will call him. Right now. But if he does not answer, can you go to the house?"

      His hands tightened on the wheel. He was off duty. It was Friday night. Jordan might be fine. Might be asleep. Might be upset but safe.

      But the message.

      Not anymore.

      "I will go," David said.

      "Thank you. Thank you so much. I am calling him right now. If he answers, I will text you. If he does not—" She stopped. "The spare key is under the planter on the front porch. The big ceramic one. If you need to get in."

      David's chest tightened. "Mrs. Hayes, I can not enter your home without permission."

      "I am giving you permission. If my son does not answer his phone and does not answer the door, you get that key and you go inside. Do you understand?"

      "Yes."

      "247 Oak Street."

      "I know. I am on my way."

      She ended the call.

      David set the phone in the cup holder. Pressed the accelerator. The speed limit was thirty-five. He was doing fifty.

      His phone buzzed. Text message. Rebecca Hayes.

      He is not answering. Please hurry.

      David grabbed his phone again. Dialed 911.

      One ring.

      "911, what is your emergency?"

      "I need a wellness check. Juvenile. Possible self-harm threat. 247 Oak Street."

      "What is your relationship to the juvenile?"

      "I am his vice principal. His mother asked me to check on him. She is at work. The boy is home alone. He posted a concerning message about hurting himself."

      "Has the minor made any direct threats to harm himself?"

      David's jaw clenched. "He posted a message that said 'not anymore' after being excluded and mocked in a group chat. His mother interprets that as a threat. So do I."

      "Sir, we will send an officer for a wellness check. What is your current location?"

      "I am driving there now. Five minutes out."

      "Sir, I need you to wait for police to arrive. Do not enter the residence."

      "How
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