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We all knew there was something strange about Ms. Fischer. 

By her second year at Forsythe, rumors flew around the school faster than green peas at a food fight. They said that, when you saw her name on your schedule, you got a creepy itch between your shoulder blades that didn't go away all year.  I never knew anyone who got a referral from her, but nobody boasted about getting over on her either. Like a haunted house at Halloween, nobody and everybody wanted to be in her class. They said that Ms. Fischer was a witch who cast a spell on her students to control them. 

I wasn't buyin' none of it.

When I saw her name on my schedule for freshman year, the rumors made me laugh. Until I got itchy.  I knew right then that Ms. Fischer wasn't no normal teacher, but I had business to attend to, so I shook it off. No way was she going to have me toeing her line. Instead she'd be toeing mine before the end of the first week. 

I planned it all out. First I'd see how she operated; what it was that had the other kids so scared of her. Then I'd find a way around or through her. It wasn't personal. My business and my family were just way more important than school work and I didn't have time to take care of both. 

I got to school that first day already knowing the layout. Forsythe was a big urban high school set smack in the middle of the worst neighborhood in Panhandle, Florida. Not that anyplace in Panhandle was good. The joke was that there wasn't much difference between the pan and the fire there. It was just a question of which one was gonna burn you first.

The high school was laid out like a giant two story cube. There was a huge center courtyard, or quad, with four sets of hallways, two halls leading off of each corner, like spokes off a square bicycle tire. Only two gates in, the whole thing surrounded by chain link.

The quad was lined with the main buildings of the campus. The cafeteria was on one side and the auditorium, gym and offices took up the space on the other three, all on the first floor. The media center and classrooms occupied the top floor and all eight halls.

My first day of life at Forsythe, I figured I had things locked, but I was ready to adjust a little if I had to. I had just crossed the quad and was headed down "G Hall" when I got my good news for the day in the form of my best friend. 

"Hey JuJu – Julian!" Bernard "Ghost" Thompson's sand-paper voice came from further down the hallway. The place was packed tight but there he was, slipping through the crowd like it wasn't even there. No wonder he'd already made varsity. 

I wondered sometimes, how my life might have been different if I'd been born like Ghost, big and athletic, instead of what I was, short and skinny. 

"Ghost! How's it going bro?" We bumped knuckles and shook hands in the same routine we'd used since third grade. "Where ya been all summer?" The bell rang and the hall began to clear.

"Oh, you know," he hesitated, one huge paw smoothing his un-messable black hair and I wondered what he didn't want to tell me.  "Basketball camp the first half of the summer, football the second. Parents think they keep me busy enough, I be keeping myself out of trouble." He grinned, his grill flashing in the overhead lights. "Who you got first period?" 

"Ms. Fischer – you?"

His grin faltered and his voice was deeper and more serious as he answered, "Yeah, me too. You worried?"

"Worried? You kiddin' me? What I be worryin' bout? She’s just a teacher, Man. No sweat." Ghost didn't look convinced but I'd show him. Very soon Ms. Fischer's rep was going to take a hit and I was going to be the one holding the bat.
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The wind buffeted me, pummeling my black leather jacket and clearing my mind. I pulled into the teacher's parking lot in the pre-dawn glow and climbed off the Howler. Forsythe High School stood silent, hunched in the half-light like a medieval fortress. 

The first day of school always feels the same; fresh and clean but fraught with peril and possibility. A tingle of premonition skittered across my senses, warning that this year would be more fraught than most, but I pushed the feeling aside. After all, it wasn't anything I didn't already know.

Tucking my helmet into the bike's saddlebag, I pulled a light sweater out in the same motion. After trading the jacket for the sweater, I retrieved my brief case and tote bag from the other saddlebag. Time to clock in. Taking a deep breath of the night-cleansed air, I headed for the main entrance. 

"Good morning Ms. Fischer." Principal Morales greeted me as I entered the brightly lit confines of the front office. 

"Good morning," I said, inclining my head. The principal was new to the school, but so far I had found him to be fair and level-headed. He stood there, staring at me, until I turned from clearing my mail box of its usual first day load of schedules and I.Ds. "Was there something I can help you with?" I asked.

He cleared his throat. "Well, I just wanted to be sure that you understood..." His voice trailed away and I smiled. 

"Mr. Morales, I have taught here for a very long time. Since my second year, they have given me a certain type of student. I am under no illusions about my class roster, but neither do I have any concerns."

"So you have said. I understand the agreement you came to with Principal Anthony, but still, it seems risky, to say the least, to burden you with the er...um, the most challenging young people in our population."

I nodded, waiting. 

"And now we have this new situation..."

"Yes Sir. It is a concern, but one I have agreed to and have every intention of handling with professionalism."

"Of course." He shifted his stance. "Well then, keep me apprised of any developments." He turned away.

I stared at his back a moment and decided it was worth one more try. "Mr. Morales? I still think I should know who it is. If he, or she, is going to be in my classroom..." I let my words trail off and waited. 

"You know I can't tell you that," he said. After a moment he looked back over his shoulder. "Have a good first day, Ms. Fischer." 

"Thank you," I said. "You do the same." Well, I tried. I'd just have to get the name some other way. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

JR

[image: ]


The hall had mostly emptied out but Ghost and I were still talking when James "the Gent" Morales, the best dressed school principal in three districts, stepped up.

"Gentlemen, you need to move on to class now," he said.

I wondered if they called him "The Gent" because of the formal way he talked or because he always dressed so sharp.  Maybe it was both. Rumor had it that they sent all the way to Spain for a guy tall, dark and tough enough to clean up Forsythe High, and I had to admit, he looked like he had it together. Plus he had a rep for being strict, but fair. I wished him luck, so long as he didn't get in my way. 

"The bell rang about three minutes ago which gives you just two to get where you need to be. You don't want to start your first day with a tardy, verdad?"

"No, Mr. Morales, we straight." Ghost replied and turned towards class. With nothing better to do, I followed. Besides, the sooner I met Ms. Fischer, the sooner things would start to change around here. Still, I couldn't help giving my boy a little hard time.

"'Yes, Mr. Morales, we straight Mr. Morales.' Boy, you so green," I sniggered. 

"Mr. Morales is cool and besides – I got better things to do than cause trouble. You know colleges be looking at your behavior record as well as your grades."

"Colleges! Huh!" I scoffed, "You better get your head straight. You don't need no college. You got all the opportunities you need right here in Panhandle." 

He looked at me like he wanted to say something but then just shrugged and checked the number above the door in front of us: G-117. Ghost shoved the door open and led the way into class. "Good luck Cuz," he said as we found seats.

"Good morning Ladies and Gentlemen. May I have your attention please?"

I figured the woman standing in front of the class must be Ms. Fischer, since this was her class and all. She was medium everything. Five-foot-five, maybe six, black hair, gray eyes.  The only thing I thought was different or special about her look was maybe her skin. She was the palest woman I had ever seen. Her skin was the color of milk. Not the pale, almost blue color of that fat free crap, but whole milk, with all the cream left in. And there was something weird about her voice.  Like deep, dark water, it kinda sucked you in. 

When she started talking, most of the kids looked up at her and got quiet, but from my corner in the back of the room I could see one group that seemed as determined as I was to show her who was boss. Two girls and three boys in the opposite corner ignored her and kept talking. I looked from them to her and then settled into my seat. This was going to be good.

"Ladies and Gentlemen. May I have your attention please?" She waited a moment and then snapped her fingers. All five of 'em stopped talking like someone had slapped duct tape over their lips. They stared at her, mouths ready to catch bugs. 

"I'll need four of you to find new seats. Those don't seem to suit you," Ms. Fischer said. I covered my mouth to hide my grin. I knew the kids in that group. No way they were gonna roll with this. 

"Yes Ma'am," four of them said in unison. Without another word, the three guys and one of the girls got up and found new places to sit. The way they were walking made me think maybe they all had a buzz on, but their eyes looked clear, just a little confused. 

Everyone in the class was staring at them, me included.  Ms. Fischer didn't seem to notice the eerie silence, just walked over and stood beside the projector in the middle of the room.  

"Now, I have a few things to say, a couple of hand outs and then we will begin instruction. First, I do not believe in wasting time. I teach from the moment the bell rings to begin class until it rings again to end it. During that time you will operate under my rules." As she spoke she reached out with long white fingers and tapped the power button on the projector. 

"You will need to understand some things first. I am neither your mother nor, in the usual sense, your friend. I am your teacher and my desire is to give you every opportunity to succeed." She paused and scanned the room with that gray gaze. 

"If those opportunities are to be available to you, we must have an orderly classroom with an atmosphere that promotes learning," she said, and picked up the projector remote. "With that in mind, there are a few simple rules for success in this class and you will obey them. Please direct your attention to the screen at the front of the room and please take notes. This is your first written assignment." 

Ms. Fischer clicked a button on the remote and the first slide came into view with a metallic "ding". I jumped a little as a sort of tingle started at the base of my neck and crawled up the back of my skull. 

"First, you will be polite, both to me and to one another. I will not tolerate rudeness of any kind." All over the room paper shuffled as kids hurried to get out notebooks and pens. 

"Second," again the little bell sounded as a new slide slid into view and again I felt the tingle. "You will come to class prepared. Preparation includes having done the assigned reading and homework. It means bringing the appropriate materials, that is to say, your books, binder and writing implements, to class. You must also bring an attitude appropriate to the classroom." She paused, and I swear I felt her glance like a sweep of fingers through my hair when she looked at me. 

"Anyone who does not arrive with these supplies at the ready will be dealt with accordingly. Third," ding-tingle, this time in my chest.

"Under no circumstances will you create a disruption that interrupts instruction at any time. If you have a question that does not pertain to the topic at hand you will ask it after class. If you disagree with an instruction that has been given, you will deal with it silently and if you want to be a discipline problem —" she stared at us like a laser through a target "— you will leave that desire at the gates of the school. Are there any questions?" She waited, smiling. No one spoke or raised their hand.  "Excellent. Now, as to classroom procedures..." 

The rest of the slide show was pretty routine, with no more sound effects. She covered bathroom/hall pass policies, late and makeup work, how to make a comment, ask questions, turn in homework; all the usual garbage teachers want you to know. The only sound in the room, besides her strange voice, was the scratching of pens on paper. 

I scanned the room, amazed. I knew the kids in here. At least eight of them were like me, middleweight bad guys looking to move to the heavyweight division. Six or seven more, including the ones she had moved at the beginning of class, were actual thugs with arrest records three times the length of mine. Talking back to a teacher was as natural as blinking to them and so far, they hadn't made a peep.  

Shock washed over me as I realized that if there was a cream of the crop somewhere at this school, Ms. Fisher had gotten stuck with the spoiled milk. 

"Mr. Ramirez, do you have a question?"

I looked up, startled to find her right next to my desk, the question in her eyes. 

"N-n-no Ma'am." The squeak in my voice had my heart jumping in my chest. I never stuttered in my life and this pale as milk, weird voiced teacher had me spooked. It was time to take control. I smirked and sank deeper into the seat. "I'm straight." I was proud to hear that my voice was back to normal. One dark brow curved upward and her lips tilted at the corners. 

"You looked a little uncomfortable for a moment there, and you aren't taking notes — so I wondered." Her voice slid through my head like dark water and I felt myself straightening in the chair as I reached for my pen. I thought I'd just make it look like I was writing, keep her off my back. Didn't want any drama the first day. I looked down at my paper and wondered when I had written my name or the single paragraph of notes already there. 

Maybe I should transfer to another class. 

But she was talking again, and the power point had a new slide in place.  I resisted the impulse to write more notes and looked over at Ghost. He didn't look happy but I grinned as my uneasiness faded.  I was an official badass; the administration had admitted it by putting me here. 

When the bell rang, Ghost was slow getting up but I bolted. He must have thought I had gone on to my next class but when I saw he had stayed behind I stopped outside the classroom. I could hear them talking inside.

"Ms. Fischer, no offense, but I can't be in here." 

"Really Bernard, why is that?"  Her voice was nice, like she cared what he had to say. 

"Like I said, Ma'am, no offense, it ain't you, but these kids in here — see I'm not the same person I was when I walked into Haven House this summer — I changed, Ms. Fisher." 

Haven House! So that was where he had been. I shifted to get a better look, edging my face just inside the door frame. 

Ms. Fischer was sitting at her desk. Ghost stood next to her, head down, his fists braced on the wood surface, blocking her view of the door, so I felt pretty safe. It wouldn't have mattered if she had a clear view though. She looked straight at Ghost, her whole attention focused on his tense face as he spoke. 

"I learned that you got to hang with the kind of people you want to
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