
Author’s Note

			During the years that I taught in the public school system, it was common for teachers to spend an immeasurable amount of unpaid time working with and for their students. Sometimes it was their open classroom door during lunch for extra help or just to talk about what concerned them. It was attending sports events, school plays, and music programs. Sometimes it was brokering dental care for a student whose family had no health care and picking up a student in the mornings to be sure they got to school on time. Or organizing a group of parents to take a student, who was living with her mother out of a car, into their homes so that she could legally stay in school. Always, it was what needed to be done. It was, and is, what teachers do.

			In this current social and political environment, public schools are facing considerable challenges. Parents, students, and teachers emerging from a pandemic have all been affected. There has always been a lot asked of our underfunded, overloaded educational systems, even more so now. Districts across the country have had to adapt and change their policies, procedures, and expectations. I am thankful to several educators for sharing those with me so that I was able to fashion a realistic fictional school system set in today’s social and political environment. They also shared personal feelings and experiences that raised my already high respect for their dedication. The struggle is real, and it is ongoing. 

			Teachers, we must remember, are human. They worry and cry, laugh and love. They succeed and fail, find energy where they can, and fight exhaustion. So, I have centered this story around a teacher and a parent, a school and its students because what happens in our schools affects us all. Sometimes even if, and who, you love. After all, most teachers do have a life outside of school. And as Mr. Man says, later in the story, “I just figure that if my personal life don’t have anything to do with keepin’ this school runnin’, then hers shouldn’t have anything to do with her teaching.” 
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Chapter 1

			SUMMER SIZZLE

			Wall-to-wall women. Beautiful, talented women. They filled the large conference room while red, blue, and gold lights colored their excitement. An excitement that tempted Johanna Beals to spread her arms wide, twirl like Julie Andrews on the mountaintop and take it all in.

			She moved further into the room and joined the fray to congratulate and mingle with the musicians and singers of the Great Lakes Music Festival. She gripped each hand, engaged each directly, and said the words personally, sincerely: “What a beautiful performance.” Over and over, she collected their smiles and hugs as special treasures. 

			Toni Reynolds took both of Johanna’s hands and pulled them tightly to her substantial chest. “What a blessing this festival has been,” she said with a squeeze of her hands. “It fills my soul to be able to sing with my sisters again.”

			Minutes later she was enveloped in the thick, strong hug of Dee Wilson. With the hint of an unusually pure contralto evident even in her speaking voice, Dee said, “Thank you for all your hard work this week.” She released Johanna and added, “If it weren’t for the village, the festival would not have been possible.”

			Hard work, Johanna considered. No, not hard at all. If they could only know how much she had enjoyed the past week. And celebrating with everyone after a flawless show was the crème-de-la-crème. She smiled to herself but was snatched from her thoughts by an excited voice.

			“Hey, there you are,” exclaimed Jenna, a rugby player who worked as hard as a volunteer as she did on the field. “Come on,” she said, grabbing Johanna’s arm, “let’s hit the food table before they start the video of the show.”

			Kay, a high-energy volunteer with the frame of a teenage boy, joined them. “Oh, my God! Will you look at this spread.”

			“I know,” Jenna replied. “I’m going to sample everything I’m not supposed to have. I figure these last twelve pounds aren’t going anywhere tonight. I’ll have my weight down by the time league play starts this season.”

			“Diets are meant to be broken,” Kay added, passing by the salads and adding a plate of various desserts to a large portion of chicken marsala. “If you didn’t break ’em, they wouldn’t exist.”

			“Somehow, that makes perfect sense,” Johanna said, smiling. “I figure we did enough physically all week that whatever we eat tonight won’t make one bit of difference.” She added a scoop of this and a bit of that to her plate. “We built sets and painted them, moved equipment on and off the stage, chased down—”

			“Anything the stage manager needed,” Jenna said, laughing as she claimed a tall, round table. 

			Yep, anything, Johanna thought. She scanned the room between bites for the object of her week-long private fantasy. Miya. Her name is Miya. Stage manager. Fantasy.

			“We did work hard,” Kay added.

			“And I’d do it again next week,” Johanna said, “if it meant putting on another show like tonight.”

			“The best one I’ve ever worked on. No miscues, no glitches,” Jenna added. “I can’t wait to see the video, to see what the audience saw.”

			Johanna made another glance around, looking for the shock of loose dark curls, clipped close on one side. But still no sign of Miya. Surely, she would want to celebrate tonight, too. 

			“Hey, everyone’s moving,” Kay said, picking up her dessert plate. “Come on, they’re about to start the video.”

			They joined the others—organizers, volunteers, and performers—at the far end of the room where a huge screen occupied most of the back wall. The overhead lights dimmed to dark as a stage spot shone a light in purples and blues on the screen.

			Moments later Johanna became the audience for performances that had been made all the richer by her time backstage. She knew the preparation, the essence of each performance, the soul of what she was watching. She saw each performance from the inside out.

			Emma Baker’s commanding figure filled the screen, a brilliant white suit contrasting with deep brown skin. Her flawless voice, Johanna knew, had been warmed by one shot of whiskey, and could now be heard coming from behind Johanna as well as from the speakers on either side of the screen. She turned and smiled as Emma sang.

			When Dee Wilson took the stage under softened light and sang “Your love keeps lifting me higher and higher,” Johanna visualized her kissing the silver charm hanging around her neck before she took the stage—a private dedication the audience never saw.

			The lighting changed again, flooding the stage in deep reds and flashes of orange, a dramatic setting for Demi Lewis’s powerful timpani and bass drum performance. Johanna watched closely, grateful that Demi had taught her early in the week what to do if she cramped. She looked now for confirmation that kneading the susceptible trapezius had loosened the muscle and relieved Demi’s pain. The movements were strong, powerful, no easing up, no missed beats, as the felt-tipped mallets struck their beat, delivering a dynamic rhythm that could be felt reverberating from the floor. And with timing just as perfect, Johanna felt a hand on her back and Demi’s voice close to her ear. “Couldn’t have done that without you. Thank you,” she said and continued further into the crowd. 

			She couldn’t say exactly when, but at some point, as she watched, Johanna stopped noticing the lighting and the timing, the ways each of the performances were presented, and began simply enjoying them. Pure, each performance like a deep breath of air after a spring rain. She floated on that air through the finale, swaying with the rest of the women, joining her voice to the crescendo of notes carrying the words “We Are the World” into the rafters. We are the world, she thought, every color, every shape, every one—blending, harmonizing, pure and true. Lifting the whole. Stronger together.

			The feeling carried her past the last lingering note, away from the screen and directly into the path of a zing of electricity. There she was, standing on the edge of the crowd, looking right at her. Miya. Blue-grey eyes locked intensely on her own. The corners of Miya’s mouth lifted slightly into the beginning of a smile, and then a step in Johanna’s direction. But before she could take a second step, someone took her arm and turned her away. 

			Then, just as abruptly, Jenna grabbed Johanna’s arm and snatched away the chance for another glance. “Come on,” she said, “let’s party!”

			The lights came up, a DJ called for requests, and there was no need for arm-twisting. They made their way to the bar, came away with margaritas, and claimed a tall round table. “That,” Johanna began, raising her glass toward the big screen, “was beautiful.”

			The rims of their glasses met with a clink and Kay added, “Job well done.”

			“Oooh, this is good,” Johanna said after a sip of her drink.

			“Yeah,” Jenna grinned over the rim of her glass, “I’m gonna want another one of these.”

			Johanna nodded at her. “Hey, since this is a party, I suggest we party.” The alcohol warmed its path down her throat and dance music moved her hips and shoulders where she stood. It was a good feeling, a young feeling.

			“Come on, you two,” Jenna said, “the music is calling.”

			“Oh. God,” Kay replied with a spark of excitement in her eyes, “I haven’t danced in way too long.”

			“Me either,” Johanna added. “That is unless YouTube dance workouts count.”

			Jenna laughed, set her drink down and grabbed Johanna’s hand. “Okay, time to let loose.”

			The energy in the room kicked into high gear. The beat of the music drew women together, enjoying the freedom of movement, enjoying each other. A contagious enjoyment. Johanna was alive in the moment with no worries or responsibilities to limit it, laughing at Jenna’s antics. No, the Funky Chicken did not meet the beat—it completely ignored the beat. But it was amusing and fun and made people laugh.

			Kay joined with her own rendition, but before Johanna could be coaxed, someone covered her raised hand from behind and turned her, directly into paralyzing blue-grey. Johanna managed only the backend of a shallow breath. She tried a deeper breath, searching for a word, a greeting, anything. But everything seemed to have stopped: the music, the celebration, breathing. A magnetism held her tightly in the moment, unable to turn away. She was supposed to be a fantasy. Miya. Just a fantasy. Yet, this, this was no fantasy.

			One dance. What’s the harm? She opened her palm against Miya’s and felt the warmth travel from her arm to her body. Then, she met Miya’s other hand held high in the air and mimicked the rhythm of the music. Any hesitation melted away under Miya’s emerging smile. It drew her in, teased a smile in return, and altered the world. 

			It felt good—to be pursued, desired. To have this woman move in close, to feel her body moving with the music and brushing against her own. The warmth of their closeness, the feel of the hand trailing over her hip as Miya circled close behind her, took over. Nothing challenged the feeling, not the women dancing around them, not the lights, not the music—there was nothing except the sensations from Miya’s hand sliding across her abdomen, and breasts pressing against her back. Johanna wanted nothing beyond that moment.

			Yet, in the next moment, she realized it was no longer true. The music morphed into a slower beat, and she felt the length of Miya’s body press against her. Her movement matched the sensuousness of the beat, the words sultry in her ear, “I found a place in my heart, I found a light in the dark.” Now there was more than enjoying the sensations, more than the desire to stay in the moment. Now there was anticipation—for the warmth and the dance to continue, for the next moment.

			Johanna turned into the space only a breath away from Miya and looked into her eyes long enough for the message to be clear, long enough for Miya’s fingers to trace a feather touch along her cheek and down the tender skin of her neck. She pulled her eyes away and rested the side of her head against Miya’s, welcoming the embrace that pulled her into the rhythm of the music, the movement of the hips and body pressed against her. 

			If only she could hold this feeling, stop time, Johanna thought, keep the freshness of it. If only she could save it just as it was, untainted by should or shouldn’t, free of before or after. All she wanted was to enjoy the feel of this woman’s body, warming her, tempting her, moving her to the sensuous beat of the music. That’s all.

			Reality, though, would not allow it. The touch of Miya’s lips, warm against the base of her neck, made that clear. She should have pulled away. She didn’t. She let the sensations sear their path, knowing what they demanded of her body. Desire, free and untethered, took over.

			Miya lifted her head, brushing warm breath over Johanna’s cheek. Her lips teased light touches to Johanna’s soft, full lips, waiting for permission, waiting for Johanna. It wasn’t a conscious decision. Johanna pressed into a kiss, tasting of alcohol and absolution, and for a moment lost all reasoning. She wanted what that kiss promised, and to lose herself in the warm wetness of this woman’s lips. And she did—until the kiss deepened, and reality forced a decision.

			Johanna slowly turned her head and rested her forehead against Miya’s cheek. 

			“Where have you been?” Miya whispered.

			The answer was easy and true. “Looking for the yellow brick road.”

			The music changed again, livelier now, and Johanna eased from Miya’s embrace. She chanced one last look into the eyes that had captured her all week, dancing with multi-colored highlights. Were they highlights of Johanna’s own life that she saw reflected there? Sparkles of blue, touching the loneliness. Of gold and silver, dancing sparkles of long-felt promise and hope. And red, deep and sultry, stirring desire. A life Miya could know nothing about. One held in check for a long time. 

			“I have to go,” Johanna said. And the next moment, she made her way through the celebrating crowd toward the door. 

			Outside, with the music muffled in the darkness and the night air cooling the dampness from her skin, she ran down the block to her car—to her life.

			




Chapter 10

			Aftershock

			But she didn’t go. Miya James didn’t cooperatively vanish from Johanna’s mind. All day long she interfered with focusing on homeowner quotes and recommendations, jumping into every blank space and pushing aside attempted calculations. Instead of words and numbers, blue-grey eyes stared back at her. The sultry sound of Miya’s voice still played clear and distinct over the loop of instrumental office music. Most disturbing, though, was the scent of her perfume. Here in the office. Impossible. She’d walked by Ginny’s desk and her coworker’s and a new hire at the receptionist’s desk and found none of them to be the source. She couldn’t find it, and she couldn’t shake it. It wasn’t on her clothes or her hands, yet it was there. Her mind playing with her and driving her to find some kind of relief.

			It was all she could do to say a quick “see you tomorrow” to everyone and rush to her car. She retrieved the phone from her purse, and that’s when it made sense. She hit Kate’s number. “Oh my God, Kate,” she began, “I’m not crazy.”

			“What?” Kate replied. “What are you talking about?”

			She pulled the card that Miya had given her from her purse and breathed in the scent. The card with the phone number, of course, straight from Miya’s hand. “You are not going to believe this! I can’t believe this.”

			“Believe what? What’s going on?”

			“Make a wild, totally unbelievable guess as to who Kayla’s English teacher is.”

			“Totally unbelievable,” Kate pondered. It took a minute, then, “Nooo.”

			“Yes. Ms. ‘feeling the heat’ herself. I walked right into her classroom for the conference with no warning. I don’t know which of us was more shocked. At least, I think that she was shocked. I couldn’t get my senses balanced enough to be sure.”

			“What did she say?”

			“All I can remember is that she wanted to know if I thought that night at the party was real or something like that. The rest of the time I was too busy trying not to sound like an idiot.” Ginny passed by on her way to her car and mouthed, “everything okay?” Johanna gave her a thumbs-up and continued. “I was rambling on about reading to Kayla when she was little and her not being shy, and . . . I don’t even want to know what she thought about me.”

			“Well, you called me for a reason,” Kate replied. “And from experience, I’m betting you’re being far too self-abasing. For all you know, she may have been just as shocked as you are.” 

			“Don’t you think a shock like that would act like a bucket of ice water on a fever? Shouldn’t it have doused the sound of her voice and drowned the sight of her? But no, she was in my head all day long. I couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t do my job. I don’t know how to shake this.”

			“When was the conference?”

			“Yesterday.”

			“Yesterday,” the tone of her voice sounded like Kate was smiling. “Do you think maybe you should give yourself a little time? A week? Two?”

			As if she hadn’t heard a word Kate said, Johanna offered, “I was fine before the conference. I’d put her out of my head, out of the realm of possibility. I’d left that night behind me without any concern about unanswered questions.”

			“Well, you may not want it to be, but the fact that this is bothering you so much says that it is part of your life. Now, it could end up being a part that you want to get past and not have it change things in your life, but I’m pretty sure that it won’t happen by magic. You are going to have to deal with it one way or another.”

			“I want my quiet, uncomplicated, sometimes monotonous life back.”

			“And you can say that with a teenager living in your house?”

			Johanna laughed and finally took a deep breath. “Oh, this has a whole new dimension of disruption.”

			“Give it some time.”

			“She wants me to meet with her again to talk about helping Kayla with something.”

			“Be the parent you have always been. But I would give it a week or so first before you call. Let things settle down. You’ll be fine.”

			




Chapter 11

			Wings and Wisdom

			True to her word and more efficient than school personnel have a right to be, Chandra breezed into Miya’s classroom as the last student was leaving.

			“Okay,” she began, the indigo-blue caftan flowing around the chair as she sat, “I talked with all her teachers, checked with administration, and got nothing that would raise any concern at all.”

			“So now what?”

			“I asked everyone to be alert for anything. Kayla seems to have different friends in each of her classes, so I’ll see if their records raise any concerns.” Chandra rose to leave. “Oh,” she added, “and I asked Tee Charbonnet in P.E. to let me know if she notices any bruises or injuries on Kayla.”

			Miya cringed at the thought but tried not to make it apparent. Chandra’s request was altogether professional and honestly naive. She couldn’t know how Tee would feel about her seemingly simple request. But Miya knew.

			“What are we doing,” Miya asked, “waiting for something more definitive before we rattle her mother’s world?”

			“Yes, until we know who, we are just making accusations. It wouldn’t hurt to have another go at Kayla.”

			 

			 

			She texted Tee before leaving school. “Meet me for wings and drinks at Westside?”

			“Professional, social, or other?”

			“Five thirty.”

			Miya arrived fifteen minutes early and got a table only minutes before Tee Charbonnet strolled through the door with a smile that had captured too many women’s hearts. And for a while, hers among them. There had been plenty of reasons to date this woman—she was exciting, on the basketball court and off, magnetic, sexy. Together, they’d been a couple that had turned heads and attracted attention wherever they went. And privately, they teased and laughed their way through the months, and made love with passion and urgency.

			She watched the tall figure make her way across the room to the bar and smiled at the twinge of—of what? Of what had attracted her in the beginning? Movements sure and smooth, skin the color of creamed coffee, light brown eyes that invited you closer, held you in, and that unmistakable hair style—the sides buzzed over her ears and a shock of loose brown curls left to their own arrangement. Just recently, Tee’s hairdresser had talked Miya into a modified version for her longer dark curls. 

			Ms. Charbonnet certainly had her charms. But it had been four years since they’d agreed that a friendship must be paramount. Sex would no longer be allowed to delay discussions or disguise the push and pull of opinions and goals. And it hadn’t been an easy transition. There was no denying the chemistry between them, the appeal that tempted the strip-down, throw-down desire that at times had consumed them. But there were things that needed resolving and facts that needed facing. Their innate competitiveness was one of them. Tee had summed it up perfectly, “I think we would have killed each other.”

			The twinge, the allure, had been left to settle into admiration and appreciation for a good friendship. Tee placed the drinks on the table and acknowledged Miya’s smile. “Why did I know you would beat me here?” Her eyes danced with amusement as she claimed the chair across the small table.

			“I don’t know where I got that bad habit.”

			Tee tilted her head at the reference. “Acquired a few of those myself.”

			Miya nodded. “Like having to have the last word, the last step, the highest score, the—”

			“And you were bound and determined not to allow it.”

			“Guilty,” Miya replied. “And I don’t have any idea where that came from either. It was a challenge, I guess, one that I couldn’t step away from. Unhealthy—for both of us.”

			Tee leaned back in her chair and offered an easy smile, one that signaled a direct contradiction to her competitive nature. That smile, coupled with a tender gaze from captivating eyes, always caught Miya’s breath. And Tee knew it. “There were times, though,” she said, “when we were very good together.”

			Yes, Miya thought, very good. She broke eye contact when the waitress delivered barbecue wings to the table. A welcome diversion. The timing was good. They could indulge in a shared favorite meal and change the subject. She was grateful when, at times, things just fell into place.

			“Okay,”  Tee began after dabbing sauce from her lips, “what’s this all about?”

			“I want to fill you in on the student that Dr. Reed and I are concerned about—and to apologize.”

			Tee offered a questioning look.

			“For what she asked you to do. I’m sure she doesn’t realize the position that puts you in.”

			“Watching for bruises and injury?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Sadly,” Tee replied, “I’m in a unique position to help, but, as you know, it takes only one untrue allegation to put my job in jeopardy. Been there once, and even though it was a different school and different administration, I’m not about to tempt fate.”

			“You know I would never expect you to. And I want you to know that, as much as I respect and trust Chandra, I would never tell her anything about you.”

			“I know you, maybe better than you think I do. More than that, I trust you. You don’t have to worry about what I think. And I didn’t lie to Dr. Reed. I may have misled her a tad,” she said, adding a smug grin. “I told her that if I saw anything, I would certainly let her know. What she doesn’t know is that I don’t step foot in that locker room unless an assistant calls me in. If there is an accident, an argument, or bullying, they’ll call me in. But so far, nothing has happened involving Kayla.”

			“Mostly, that’s good news,” Miya replied. “It’s one more indication that Kayla was talking about someone else. But so much could be happening on social media.”

			“Well, we all need to keep our eyes and ears open and take our cues from the kids. Chandra told me she will be making a second round of the kids Kayla hangs around with to see if any of them have seen anything in the cyber world. Have you talked with Kayla’s parents?”

			“Yes and no. A single mother who, from our parent/teacher conference, seems totally dedicated to her daughter’s care and education. I concentrated on listening and letting her do most of the talking. What I saw and heard was the kind of parent we all hope our students have in their corner. I didn’t get any indication of abuse or neglect. And all I have right now is the discussion I had with Kayla about her essay, which raised suspicion but fell short of telling me who, or even what’s happening. Bottom line is that I don’t have enough information. If Chandra doesn’t come up with who or what, it would just sound like an accusation, an unsubstantiated accusation. And if Chandra does come up with information, then she’ll report it.”

			“And then it is out of your hands, no longer your quandary.”

			And here it is, Miya mused, the deeper reason she was sitting across from Tee. It hadn’t been part of a conscious decision, but it was there under the surface—the need for the kind of honesty and insight borne of intimacy. Truths and hopes and fears shared and laid bare, the basis for their friendship.

			Tee finished her last bite of chicken and took a sip of beer. When there was no rebuttal from Miya, she continued. “What happens if Dr. Reed doesn’t shake anything loose?”

			“It’s back to me, then.”

			“And?”

			“I don’t know,” Miya replied with a frown. “All I’ve got is an essay that triggered reactions to my own childhood and a denial from the student.”

			“I think you should trust your instincts.”

			Miya hesitated before admitting, “I’m not finding any instincts here.”

			“Really?” The space between Tee’s brows deepened into a ‘V’. “That first thought, that first reaction when you—”

			“It’s not that easy, Tee.”

			“It is if you’d stop denying your instincts. You already talked with the student. Now you need to talk with the mother. Sometimes pissing off a parent comes with the territory.”

			“And if I’m wrong?”

			Tee shrugged. “Then you might piss off a parent. But if you’re right, you’re going to save some kid from more misery—or worse.”

			She was right, of course. Tee wouldn’t hesitate. She’d act, go with her gut, trust herself. It was what made her such a tough athlete, split-second ability—assess, decide, execute. But Tee wasn’t conflicted.

			“There’s more to it,” Miya admitted. “I can’t expect your best advice unless you know the full picture.”

			“Which is?”

			“I met Johanna Beals before I knew she was Kayla’s mother. Over the summer, working on the music festival.”

			“And you hooked up?”

			Miya shook her head. “No. But I would have, in that moment, with what little I knew. She was,” she stopped. Until now she hadn’t had to identify it, hadn’t found words that explained it. “I don’t know for sure why neither of us took it further. We left it at first names only and knowing nothing about each other beyond the physical attraction. But after the parent/teacher conference with her, I think I can assume that it had a lot to do with Kayla.”

			“Yeah, kids can be a real fire stop,” Tee replied. “And their mothers have a whole different set of rules.”

			“I’m sure they do.”

			Tee held her gaze, her silent emphasis. “So, you’re walking on eggshells because you don’t want to ruin any chance of taking things further?”

			Miya tilted her head back and focused on the ceiling for a moment. When she brought her focus back to Tee, she said, “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

			“Well, you know I’m not going to put myself in a position to say that I told you so, but I will tell you what I think. You have to look at the situation seriously and realistically. A relationship with her, no matter how brief, can jeopardize your job. If you’ve learned anything over the past few years, you know that even a law that says they can’t discriminate against you at work can’t be counted on. Laws can be overturned, administrations can ‘find’ other ‘reasons’ to fire you. You are Kayla’s teacher. A parent will have rules you aren’t used to. And kids talk.”

			Classic Tee. Direct, clear, right on point. Speaking truth, exactly what Miya expected. There wouldn’t be criticism or judgment, only support for whatever decision she made. Something she was sure of.

			Miya nodded, looking directly into Tee’s eyes. “I know. That much at least.”

			“And you’re going to be careful and reasonable and remember that physical attraction is only part of the equation.”

			A plea heard. Loud and clear. Don’t put yourself in danger. 

			“I say that because I love you,” Tee said, leaning across the table to take Miya’s hand, “and because you would tell me the same thing if the situation was reversed.”

			“Yes, I would.”

			




Chapter 12

			Warning

			Kayla texted Zack again. Something was wrong, more wrong than usual. He wasn’t answering texts or calls, hadn’t gotten off the bus in the morning, and hadn’t shown up in the cafeteria. 

			He knew that the counselors had been asking questions, and he’d been skipping gym class lately. The last text he had answered was after school yesterday, when he said that he was fine and turned down her invitation to come to her house. It made her worry even more than she usually did.

			Maybe he was just sick and had stayed home and slept all day. Maybe his mother was sick or drunk, and needed him. It was probably wrong of her to hope that he was sick, but it was better than imagining him hurt or hiding out somewhere.

			Kayla started down the hall toward her locker when her phone signaled a text. Zack. Her relief was immediate.

			“Meet at church playground.”

			“U ok?”

			“Yes.”

			“K.”

			He hadn’t taken the bus, so he must have biked it, she thought, as she opened her locker. She’d be asking questions and expecting answers, and he no doubt knew that.

			Kayla grabbed her backpack and had barely pulled it clear of the locker when a hand came from behind her and slammed the door shut. Startled, she tried to turn around but was pinned against the locker. White leather-clad arms on either side trapped her against the grey metal. The varsity jacket made it clear who it was even before he spoke.

			“Who you been talkin’ to?” Josh Carter growled in heated breath an inch from the side of her face. “Huh?” he added, pushing her against the locker with the weight of his body.

			“What are you talkin’ about?” she replied, surely sounding less intimidated than he hoped. “Get off me.” She struggled against him, trying to turn. “Get off me,” she said again.

			He let up enough to let her turn to face him. He kept his face so close to hers that she felt the heat of his anger. “You’re gonna shut your mouth.”

			Kayla stared hard into his eyes, only inches away. She clenched her jaw and said nothing as she barely contained the urge to bring her knee up hard between his legs. 

			“You keep messin’ in weeny boy’s business,” he warned, “and you’re gonna get treated just like him.” He moved back beyond the reach of her knee as if he had sensed the urge she was fighting.

			Kayla looked around. The hallway was becoming busy, but she realized that how he had positioned himself around her could easily be mistaken for boyfriend/girlfriend intimacy. Easily ignored. And conveniently absent from her locker were Julie and her girlfriends.

			With one last warning, “You shut your mouth,” Josh shoved his finger at her face, then turned and left.

			Kayla grabbed her jacket and the strap of her backpack and charged down the hall. Jangled nerves only served to amp up her already adrenalin-fueled strides, and the anger, not fear, that she was leaving with. Certainly not what Josh had intended.

			 

			 

			The eight-block walk to the church playground served as inadequate therapy. Block by block, the harsh urgency of her steps marked time with her anger. Step by angry step made her want to yell as loud as her lungs would allow. You have no right, no damn right to hurt people or scare people. Who gives Josh Carter the right to do that? I won’t be scared, she swore with jagged breaths. You won’t make me scared. It’s not right. Thoughts searched for resolution and failed. It frustrated her, added anxiety to her anger. She had to do something, didn’t she? Or her mother. If only Zack would let her.

			He was where she knew he would be, in the top of the playscape at the back of the playground. Kayla climbed the ladder and ducked into the canvas-covered structure. An empty McDonald’s bag and soda on the floor next to him indicated he’d been there for a while. 

			Zack looked up from his sketch pad briefly and dropped his focus before saying, “Who did you tell?”

			Kayla dropped her backpack and sat on it. Her irritation was obvious in the harsh tone of her voice. “You, too?”

			His head snapped up. “What are you talking about?”

			“Josh Carter just accused me of the same thing, up close and in my personal space.”

			“He threatened you?”

			“Yeah, with the same treatment if I don’t stay out of your business.”

			“I told you not to say anything.” His voice rose, sounding anxious and edgy. “It’s only gonna get worse, and not just for me. Now they’ll go after you.”

			“I didn’t say anything.”

			“Well, somebody did,” he replied. “The counselors were all over asking questions.”

			“They think it’s me,” she said, hugging her knees. “The counselors think it’s me being bullied. I wrote something in an assignment. It was about how important goodness is. It made Ms. James think it was me, and she wanted me to talk to Dr. Reed—”

			“Did you?”

			“No,” she said with a frown. “Ms. James must have.” She stared at him. He doubted her. She could see it in his face. And his silence—yes, he doubted her. “Zack, how many times have I lied to you?”

			He hesitated. She waited.

			“Never,” he said, “that I know of.”

			She ignored the less-than-affirming answer. “How many times have I lied for you?”

			He dropped his head back against the wall but didn’t answer.

			He was angry—and scared. She knew that. It kept her from being mad at him and snapping back. Instead, she felt frustration. He wanted a solution, and she had none—at least not one that he was willing to try. It left her with a tough choice: be faithful to their friendship and honor his trust in her, or expose what was happening and take a chance on it escalating.

			He spoke, his head still resting against the wall, his focus on the faded blue and gold canvas covering the structure. “I told you I don’t want my mom to know. What gives them the right to judge her—or me?” 

			“Josh Carter doesn’t want anyone judging him. He’s just a little person, taking his own fears out on someone else. The rest of them are just followers. Making others feel less-than somehow makes them feel better-than.”

			His focus, sharp and serious, met her eyes. “And now others think that I’m less-than, because they decided I am.”

			“They don’t decide anything.”

			“Yes, they do,” he insisted. “They decide for other people, for everyone who reads their tweets and believes what they say. People who don’t know me or my mother. And the ones who do know me? It makes them treat me like I have the plague or something.”

			“Not because of you, Zack. They don’t want to be bullied, too. It’s not because they don’t like you, or don’t want to be your friend. It’s because they’re afraid.”

			“Are you afraid now, too?”

			“That’s what you’re worried about?”

			“Chad and Danny won’t sit with me at lunch anymore. Kids I’ve known since first grade stay away from me.” He pushed his head hard against the wooden wall, his bottom lip quivered. “You don’t know how it feels. You don’t see their eyes or imagine what they’re thinking.” Tears formed at the corners of his eyes, and he wiped them quickly. “It doesn’t matter what I do,” he said, tears escaping before he could catch them. “It just doesn’t matter.”

			He didn’t want to cry; she knew that. It wasn’t manly, it meant that he was weak, ultimately the perfect target. Kayla left her seat and moved across to sit next to him. “It matters, Zack, it all matters,” she said. “How you feel matters.”

			“Only to you,” he replied.

			She shook her head. “They’re afraid.” Kayla looked closer at the graphics on the sketch pad resting loosely in Zack’s lap. His hero strip—the unassuming “boy next door” with an extraordinary power. He could paralyze an aggressor with eye contact. The connection, eye to eye, dissipated anger, neutralized aggression, stopped action mid-strike. Zack liked to describe the aggressor’s response as “blanked”—they couldn’t remember what had made them angry or mean or violent. Stopped. Blanked. He had named his hero Peynon.

			“I wish Pey was real,” Kayla said. “We sure could use his power right now. I’d love to see ol’ Josh’s face, all confused and dumbfounded. I’d love it.”

			“Yeah,” he replied, “but he’s not.”

			“Hey, I have an idea,” she said. “My English teacher helps sponsor the online newspaper. Let’s talk to her about including your strip each week.”

			But he was shaking his head.

			“Why not?” she asked. “It’s good, Zack. You said that your art teacher really likes it, too.”

			He closed the art pad and shoved it into his backpack. “It would be one more thing for them to pick on.”

			“I think you should think about it.”

			“Yeah,” he said unconvincingly.

			




Chapter 13

			Hope and a Prayer

			Miya sat on the little orange chair, the pages of Thank You, Thank You, Thank You resting high on her knees and facing the young children gathered in the corner of the family shelter. She knew the words without looking and watched the attentive little faces as they followed the story from page to page. The message was clear and simple, finding its place in the young hearts—grateful for big things and small, for the air and the seas and hugs and bees.

			“What other things are we grateful for?” Miya asked.

			“A nice bed,” said five-year-old Kevin.

			Four-year-old Alysha said, “My mom.”

			Jamil proudly placed his hands on his chest. “My new sweatshirt.”

			They all proudly voiced their thanks until a tall, slender, dark-haired man approached the group. Jamil jumped up and wrapped his arms around his waist. “I’m grateful for Michael,” he said.

			Michael ruffled the little boy’s hair and said, “And I’m grateful that I can come and see you all every Saturday. So, is everyone ready for lunch?”

			Nine little bodies jumped to their feet, and Michael added, “Okay, everyone. Thank Miya before you go.”

			Miya stood amid thank-you’s and hugs and high-fives and smiled at her brother. “I wish I could bottle up these smiles and hand them out as medicine.”

			“A natural elixir,” he said. “If only.”

			“Well, we may not be able to bottle those smiles, but we can go make more of them.”

			As she’d done for the past three Saturdays, Miya rode with her brother from the Family Shelter to A Hand Up, a shelter in the middle of town. Packed in the back of the truck were boxes of clothing, blankets, and books they’d collected during the week.

			Michael took the boxes of clothing to the storeroom while Miya delivered the books to the day manager.

			Gail Anders accepted the box with an appreciative smile. “Oh, thank you, Miya. I am so excited about our new little library, and the women just love it.”

			“Now that makes me happy,” Miya replied. “After all, a well-loved library is our goal. I’m trying to include a variety—fiction, non-fiction, poetry, self-help. You never know what book or words will touch a need in someone.”

			Gail opened the box and began looking through the books. “These are wonderful.”

			“And if you get requests for specific books or topics, let me know, okay?”

			“You and Michael are blessings. Our budget barely covers our essentials.”

			“Well, you should thank this guy right here,” Miya said as Michael joined them. “This is all his idea.”

			“I didn’t have to twist her arm,” Michael replied. “We’re happy to help however we can.” He took Gail’s hand and squeezed it. “God provides the blessings.”

			 

			 

			The sun was low in the late afternoon sky, prompting Michael to pull the visor over the driver’s door window. “I’m buying next week,” Miya insisted as they enjoyed their favorite calzones.

			“Nope,” he returned between bites. “I’m going to thank you whether you want me to or not.”

			“Knowing that I’m helping is enough thanks.” She took a sip of her drink and added, “But I’m not going to turn down a ‘best in state’ calzone.”

			Michael chuckled. “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”

			She smiled at herself. Predictable. He would insist and she would concede—on the little things. It was part of how they managed an adult relationship. It wasn’t always that way, though. There had been years after she’d left home when they rarely spoke. But they had learned how to stand their ground, hold strong to personal principles, and give ground to compromise when it was needed.

			He grinned at her around a full bite. Blue eyes, darker than her own, seemed to twinkle with self-satisfaction. They’d come a long way from his heart-wrenching phone call to her at her grandmother’s. She could hear him still during alone times, the sobbing pleas of an eleven-year-old Michael. “Just come home, Miya. Please, just come home. They’re saying terrible things. It’s scaring me.” It tore at her heart. He only wanted everything to be okay. But it wouldn’t be, it couldn’t be, and she didn’t know how to tell him that. “No, Michael, I can’t” wasn’t enough, and wouldn’t be for a long time.

			“Oh, and just a reminder,” she said, crumbling her food bag into a ball, “Evelyn and Don don’t need to know that I’m doing this with you.”

			“You don’t have to remind me,” he replied. “But I think you’re missing a perfect opportunity.”

			“To do what? Show our parents that I’m doing God’s work and that there’s hope for my wayward soul?”

			“Come on, Miya,” he said, scrunching his brow. “Give ’em a chance. Come for Thanksgiving. Talking about the shelters would make a good conversation. That’s something they can relate to. You’d be on common ground.”

			His voice was mature now, lower and more confident, but Miya still heard his eleven-year-old pleas. The push and pull of their relationship continued. It was unavoidable, accepted, and allowed by their love for each other.

			“And what would having that conversation do? Convince them that the demon ravishing my soul had magically left and that their prayers worked?”

			“Just try, Miya.”

			“I have. It always ends the same way—them telling me all about the beautiful life our sister is living, how successful her husband is, how precious her children are. And me choking back a reaction to scream at Evelyn that her attempt at nuancing a message is pathetic.”

			“They love you,” he replied. “They worry about you. I saw how worried they were during the pandemic when you had to go back into the classroom.” He hesitated as if he was questioning whether he should push further. “Look,” he decided, “I can’t explain exactly what it is, but they’ve been different after the pandemic, especially Mom. She called me and Sarah almost every day, and she asked about you since she couldn’t call you.” 

			“Lucky me for having an unlisted number. They’re only worried about me dying before my soul can be saved. It’s masochistic to keep putting myself in a situation when I already know the outcome. And I’m not going to lie to them.”

			“Maybe she feels bad; maybe something made her see how much this estrangement has hurt you.”

			“Sounds like guilt. I’m sorry, Michael, but no amount of guilt, if that’s what it is, can ever erase years of rejection, years of feeling unworthy, and immoral. It can’t take away the fear that gripped me in the middle of the night or the anger that threatened my chance of happiness. You’ll never be able to understand that, and neither will they.”

			He didn’t reply, only flipped the sun visor back to its position above the windshield. A typical end to their conversations involving their parents.

			Miya watched his profile as he stared ahead, the dark wavy hair and strong jaw so like his father’s. Still wishing he could somehow make things right. She searched for a way to help him understand, to relieve him of a futile hope.

			“You said they ask you about me.” She had his attention again. “Have they ever asked if I’m happy?”

			His eyes held hers for a long moment before the space between his brows pressed into a hard crease. “No,” he replied.

			




Chapter 14

			Boom

			The call from Johanna shouldn’t have surprised Miya. All outward indications were that Johanna Beals was committed to raising her daughter. So why wouldn’t she want to know if there was something more that she could do to help her? If not surprise, then, what? Delight? A barely disguised excitement? A feeling much like opening a new book, one with the cover that drew you in with its movement of line and color, one that you knew just enough about to want to know more. This book, though, she reminded herself, is banned. And like any banned book, the desire to read it was irresistible.

			  Punctual to the minute, Johanna appeared in the classroom doorway at three forty-five, looking far too appealing. Banned, Miya reminded herself.

			“I’m beginning to think that I should enroll in your class,” Johanna offered, light and breezy.

			Miya responded with a welcoming smile and said, “On time, loves to read, wants to be in my class.” She opened her arms, palms up. “Can’t ask for more than that.”

			“Ah, but would I be as good a student as Kayla?” Johanna said, sliding into the chair next to Miya’s desk.

			“Oh, I suspect like mother, like daughter.”

			“My hope is that Kayla grows up to be smarter and way more accomplished than her mother.”

			“That doesn’t surprise me about you. Not one bit.” Miya leaned forward on folded arms. “Which brings me to what I wanted to talk about

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



OEBPS/Images/WhisptertotheWind.jpg
a B0

Mariann@ K. Martin "






