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      Rebecca Stewart placed her elbows on the table, laying her head in her hands, “I need a cigarette.”

      “You know, smoking is bad for someone in your condition,” Detective Browning stated bluntly. Pulling the pack out of his pocket, he dropped it on the flat surface between them.

      “I don’t give a fuck what’s bad for me,” she cut her eyes up at him without lifting her face. When he placed the lighter on top of the box, she reached for the carton and removed one. Her hand shook, causing the little flame to dance as she inhaled. The end of the white paper cylinder glowed bright red for a moment, and she exhaled a thick cloud, then licked her lips. “Thank you.”

      “Yeah,” he grimaced, “Let’s get back to it.”

      “Jesus Christ,” she leaned back in the stiff wooden chair, “I already told you everything.”

      “Then you’ll tell me again,” he growled, running a hand through his silvery hair. “Start at the beginning. Tell me about the day you met Jason.”

      Her eyes instantly glazed, and Becky could hear the tone of the bell that the school used to signal class changes. “It was the first day of school,” she admitted quietly. “He was just a kid. Just one of the hundred and fifty students on my roster.”

      Her mind trapped in the past, her heart began to pound heavily against her ribs. I needed to learn their names, she recalled. “We played a game that day; only there weren’t any winners. I wanted to know who they were and something about them.” She sighed loudly. “One of the veteran teachers told me that would be a good way to get the upper hand quickly.”

      “This was your first year to teach?”

      “No,” she took a long drag, blowing out loudly and staring at the mirror that covered the wall behind him. “I taught ninth grade for six years; I hated it. The kids were loud and obnoxious. Moving to the senior course was my last option; if I couldn’t cut it there, I’d have to leave the profession.”

      “Alright; so you wanted to learn about them. What did you learn about Jason,” his voice dropped to a practiced calm, drawing her out.

      Becky sneered, “You’re really good at this.”

      “Good at what?” he pulled out the seat across from her and sank easily into it.

      “This... thing. Manipulating people,” she held the nasty grin. “I wasn’t ever good at it. I’m too nerdy; too… different.”

      “Ok,” he agreed, placing the pack of smokes back into his jacket and sliding the ashtray closer to her. Focusing on the inch of burnt material threatening to drop off at any moment, he nodded, “It’s ok, Becky. Start again. Tell me what you remember, and maybe I can help you.”

      Staring at him, blinking her large brown eyes slowly, she chuckled, “Man, I doubt that. I messed up somewhere. Made a bad choice, and I’ll be damned if I can figure out which one. And now I’m sitting here, talking to you; in the middle of a murder investigation.” She would have cried again at the thought of it, but after so many hours, all she felt was numb.

      “Yes, you’re talking to me, and don’t worry about the investigation; it will take care of itself. Focus on the truth. This is your chance to tell me your side, and maybe do away with some of those poor choices. So, what is it you have to say?”
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      “Jesus Christ,” Becky mumbled to herself, wiping anxiously at her blouse with a paper towel. “First fucking day of school, and I look like shit.” Licking a napkin, she applied it to her full round breast, working desperately to remove the stain from the white shirt.

      Seeing that it was no use, she darted out into the hall and used her key to open the door directly across from hers. “Help!” she called loudly to the woman seated at the desk.

      Glancing over with a smile, Anna Marshall waved her into the tidy room, “What’s up?” Standing, her tailored navy blue pantsuit stood out sharply.

      Staring at her for a moment, Rebecca’s jaw hung open before she breathed, “You look… stunning. So… professional,” and she raised her arms, silently indicating the hot mess that she represented.

      “Thanks,” the short blonde stepped forward, her heels clicking against the tile floor. “It helps to maintain the distance right from the start. I’m the teacher,” she placed her hand flat against her perky bosom, “And they are the students,” she wafted it at the empty desks. “Now, what is it that you need?”

      “I spilled my coffee on myself, and I need a way to cover it,” the younger woman stammered.

      “Hmm,” Anna studied her more closely, “Well, I would loan you my sweater, but obviously it’s not going to fit.”

      Gaping at her, Becky briefly considered if that were some kind of jab. A good five inches taller, she also outweighed the other woman by at least fifty pounds. Although not qualifying as fat, Rebecca sported a hefty rack that meant the two of them would never share clothing; “Obviously,” she agreed quietly.

      “Go down the hall and see if Glenda Pritchard has a sweater or jacket that you can borrow. Her room is on the other end.”

      “Yeah, I know where she is,” the girl frowned at the thought of the prudish spinster.

      “Well, there you go,” the petite woman placed her fingers gently on her arm, indicating the door with the other hand, “I’m sure she can help you out.”

      Leaving the room dejectedly, Becky stomped down the corridor and knocked on the wide wooden entrance, not daring to let herself in. Of all the teachers she had met at her new campus, Ms. Pritchard had to be her least favorite. Drawing a deep breath, she steeled herself to face the grey-haired old biddy; “Hi.”

      “Yes?” cool blue eyes glared at her.

      “I’ve had a little accident,” she indicated the spot she wanted desperately to cover, “And I was hoping you might have a sweater I could borrow.”

      Her pudgy lips pursed, the older woman responded by turning to the floor-to-ceiling cabinet next to her. Removing a shabby, black button-down, she offered it in a begrudging manner; “Return it.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Becky replied softly, taking the coarse and worn garment and scurrying back to her haven. Moving to her own locker, she opened the door and slipped her arms into the sleeves. Her fingers trembling, she fixed the buttons and inspected herself in the mirror. Well, shit.

      The older woman much larger in size, the covering clearly did not belong to her. A tone sounded, and the girl jumped, “It’ll have to do. I either get to wear a large brown mark on my tit all day, or cover it with this… hideous thing.” Opting for the latter, she closed the cupboard and moved to the door, ready to greet her students for their first day of class.

      Eight hours later, Becky stood at her desk, staring down at her notes. All day, every period, she had gone through the roster, placing the students onto a blank seating chart according to where they had chosen to sit. In turns, they had all given their names, as well as what they liked to be called.

      Under the advice of her mentor, Bill Carver, she had asked each one what they did after school, or what activities they liked to take part in. At first, she had doubted that it would be a useful exercise, but studying their responses at the moment, she could see that a large percentage were employed. No wonder he told me to ask; knowing what they face when they leave my classroom could actually help me a lot.

      Looking up when her door opened unexpectedly, she found herself face to face with Ms. Prude herself. Seeing that she held her hand extended towards her, Becky deduced the older woman had come for her belonging. Slipping off the ebony sweater, she smiled, “Thank you. It was most helpful.”

      Snatching the garment, the older woman looked her up and down, then grunted, “You’d do well to put a change of clothes in your cabinet.” Turning her back, she sauntered out without another word.

      Staring after her, a forlorn feeling eked its way into her chest. Rebecca had come to Central High out of desperation. She had not fared well in her previous assignment, and had found herself under an improvement plan for the last two years. Making the move to the larger campus, she had accepted the position working with seniors in hope of salvaging her career.

      Shifting her gaze back to the pages covered in names and stories, she sighed loudly, “Nine months. Nine little months, and we tackle them one day at a time.”

      Taking a seat in the stiff wooden chair, she pulled out a fresh set of charts to begin arranging the classes into a more suitable pattern. Above all else, she wanted to be prepared for the challenges that managing a classroom brings, and this was the first step.

      A smart lady, Rebecca Stewart hadn’t taught this age group before, but she knew letting them make the rules would be a bad idea. She needed to have a plan, and allowing them to sit with their friends would be a disruption she needed to avoid. Yup; one day… one step at a time.
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      “So,” Detective Browning spoke, drawing the young woman across from him back to the present, “What did you write on that paper about Jason Truitt?”

      Rebecca wrinkled her nose, her eyes squinting in an effort to read the page. “He had a group of friends in the class; they all sat together, and were overly talkative from day one. I don’t remember if that was the day he told me he had a job, but at some point I found out where he worked.”

      “At HH?”

      “Yeah; that’s where he worked,” she sighed. “Only, it didn’t matter to me back then. Not like that. Back then, he was one of the kids in my class, and I treated them all the same, regardless.”

      “Ok, so what did you do about their talking?”

      “I moved them around. But that was a challenging class right from the start; thirty four kids and they had been friends from grade school. Sitting them next to people they wouldn’t talk to had been virtually impossible,” the girl clicked her tongue. “After the first six weeks, I realized that their behavior wasn’t really hurting them, so I let it go, and relaxed more.”

      “You let your boundaries down,” he fished calmly.

      Cutting him a cold glare, she hissed, “I didn’t do anything wrong. I remained a professional for the entire year; those boys are the ones who caused this. They are the ones who were responsible.”

      “Ah,” he waggled an extended digit at her, “But you claimed you didn’t know that at the time.”

      “No, I didn’t,” she acquiesced with a small shake of her head, “But I did loosen my grip on them a little. Only one kid failed the first six weeks in that class, so obviously they got their shit done, and that’s all I cared about.”

      “Why was that important?”

      “Because,” she sneered; “If you have too many students failing your classes, it looks bad. Administration wants to know what you’re doing wrong, so you have to be aware of your numbers.”

      “That sounds a little odd,” he grimaced, “It’s not you turning in the work; it’s them.”

      “Yeah, I know. Tell that to downtown,” she waved a hand angrily. “That aside, I wanted them all to learn; that’s the whole reason we’re there. If they were getting good grades, we were meeting both of those goals, so I let things rock along. If we finished early, I let them talk and visit; that was good incentive for them to get their assignments done and not give me grief when we had work to do. That’s what I mean by relaxed; I let them have free time.”

      “I see,” he leaned back in his chair. “And what did they talk about during their free time?”

      “Well, it depended,” she rolled her eyes, thinking about the subgroups of her largest class. “There was a group of four or five girls in there who all took cosmetology. They liked to sit together and talk about hair and nails and makeup.”

      “And you enjoyed visiting with them about those things?”

      Staring at his hands, she admired his deep-brown flesh. I bet he’s hispanic; even with the name Browning, he doesn’t look white. The idea brought to mind her English language learners and their special needs for a moment. So many different types of kids; so many things to consider. “No,” she clipped, then sighed loudly, “I’m not really a girly girl, so that stuff bored me to tears.”

      “So which group did you end up talking to?”

      Hesitating a moment longer, she flicked her gaze up to meet his. “Jason and his friends talked about games; computers and stuff like that. That’s what interested me… that’s the group I liked to listen to, but I never said much. I only listened.”

      “You like to play computer games?” he grinned at her, leaning on the table towards her, “Do your friends play them as well?”

      Shifting her eyes to stare at the mirror behind him, she could feel the tears building. Her voice quiet, her bottom lip trembled, “I don’t have any friends.” Dammit, I already told him I’m a loner; why does he keep asking?

      Grabbing the folder that had been sitting undisturbed on the opposite end of the table, he flipped it open, “You told your students you had a boyfriend; George. Did he like to play games with you?”

      Taking in the barren eight by eight chamber, Becky blinked rapidly. The paint a dull grey, their voices echoed slightly off the walls. “Please,” she whispered, fighting the deluge before it rolled down her cheeks.

      Fishing a handkerchief out of a pocket, Albert Browning handed it to her. The detective was well experienced in interrogation, and familiar with the ebb and flow of the emotional state of those under scrutiny. It had been his job for over twenty years, and he was held in high regard in the art of discerning truth from fiction. “Tell me about George,” he coaxed, knowing he was close to cracking her.

      “I made him up,” she snivelled, blowing into the cloth. “I swear, he is not a real person. I didn’t want the students to see me as available, so I told them I had a boyfriend so they would leave me alone.”

      Pursing his lips, Albert considered the idea of creating a fake lover implausible, and her reasoning even more so. “You had issues of students harassing you in the past?” he raised an eyebrow at her.

      Her mouth opening slightly, she pondered the question for a long moment. Finally, she explained as directly as she could muster; “I’ve never taught this age group. When we went through orientation, they made a huge deal over maintaining boundaries, and I took it to heart. I really didn’t do anything wrong; I wanted to avoid anything happening. I didn’t want any questions raised, and at the time, it seemed to work great.”

      “But you were worried about it; that’s why you felt the need to lie.”

      “I wasn’t really concerned, but everyone else, such as administration and staff, really pushed the issue. I like to think that I was being cautious,” she agreed half-heartedly. “Seriously, there was nothing sinister about pretending to be involved with someone.”

      “Ok, so you pretended you had a significant other. Tell me how the boys in your class reacted to that; not only Jason. How did they treat you?”

      Sinking back into the past, Becky sighed loudly. They were such great kids; at the beginning, she didn’t see any of the trouble coming. Never suspected any of them were out to get her.
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      “Aww, come on, Becky!” Alex Reyes laughed loudly, the rest of the class erupting around him.

      Her face instantly bright red, “That’s Miss Stewart to you!” she snapped, but the battle had already been lost. Almost from day one, the boy had picked on her, calling her by her first name and nothing she did seemed to deter it. Why the fuck can’t you act like a gentleman? Her anger seethed below the surface, her nerves always raw.

      “Come on… let’s be friends,” he stepped towards her, and she backed away. She knew that he wanted to hug her, which made her all the more uncomfortable.

      “Go sit down!” she screamed, grabbing at drawers and searching for a referral. “Everyone, get back to your notes,” she indicated the oversized digital clock. “We have eight minutes left, and then we begin the next activity.”

      Seeing her with the slip, Alex appeared ready to comply. Scrawling her grievances across the triplicate form, her chest heaved, and she could see the splotches on her cleavage as it rose and fell. She stared down at it, her writing paused while she gathered her wits; son of a bitch. She had let her anger get the better of her, and they were past the point of no return.

      Holding out the sheets to him, she ignored his curses as he exited, hearing him mumbling what a bitch she was under his breath. He had gained moral support from the rest of the class over the weeks, and performed for them on his way out.

      “Calm down, guys. We have work to do; we don’t have time to waste on those who don’t care if we get it done, either.” She hated to cut ties with students, but she had to draw the line when they interfered with the learning of others. Alex Reyes definitely interferes with the learning of others.

      They had barely started the next activity when a loud banging occurred at the door, interrupting them once more. Opening it, she stepped aside as Alex pushed his way back into her room, shoving the pink copy of the referral in her face; “He sent me back.”

      Snatching the sheet, Becky glared at it, feeling the warm color rising from her chest once more; fucking great, they should have kept him. At the bottom, she could see he had been assigned lunch detention, and they would get nothing else done that day.

      Alex chose to perch on top of his desk, bouncing up and down. A pet peeve of hers, he openly goaded her.

      “Please don’t sit on the desk,” she gritted from clenched teeth. “It breaks them and we don’t have enough as it is.”

      Laughing, he held up his hand to accept the admiration of his peers before he plunked down into his chair. “We should call it a day, Miss Stewart,” he sneered, slamming the book before him closed and shoving it onto the floor
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