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Chapter One

 


 


 


“Yo, Remi!” my partner,
Carmen, shouted, struggling for breath as he sprinted toward
me.

I chuckled at the sight of him while
tossing my duffel bag over my shoulder. “You all right there,
buddy?”

He slammed his fist against his chest
a few times before clearing his throat to speak. “Don’t be a
smartass, Remi. I just ate a huge breakfast burrito.”

“Excuses,” I
teased.

He scowled, but otherwise did not
respond to my ribbing. “Captain’s asking for you.”

I groaned in protest. Our 24-hour
shift was finally over and I was ready to go home. It was six in
the morning, and the only thing filling my thoughts was a warm,
buttery croissant. I stared at our newly remodeled station, wishing
I’d been a minute faster in leaving. Squad cars were lined up
neatly in the front parking lot of the two-story station, which was
painted black and blue, as if the gaggle of uniformed officers
entering and exiting the building at all hours didn’t make it clear
enough that it was a police station.

“Who complained about me
now?” I shifted my weight to my left leg, reacting to an
ever-growing awareness of the heavy duffel bag still slung over my
shoulder.

“Nothing like that.”
Carmen patted my free shoulder and gave me a reassuring smile, his
ginger hair bright against the grey, Oregonian sky. “See you
tomorrow.”

I tossed the bag into the
backseat of my car, then turned on my heel in a huff. I headed back
inside the station, opening the glass double doors. Somehow, I
never could manage to leave the station immediately after a shift.
And even though I knew now I wasn’t trudging toward a disciplinary
meeting, I still felt anxious. Perhaps it was only the weighty
hollowness in my stomach. God, I need
food.

There were a few lieutenants gossiping
idly in the bullpen a few feet away from a detective who was
absentmindedly thumbing through a stack of papers at his desk while
greedily slurping coffee from his mug. Not one of them acknowledged
me as I passed by the bullpen, which caused my anxiety to worsen.
The door of the captain’s office appeared in my view once I turned
the first corner in the station and I swallowed with some
difficulty as I approached.

The door was modestly ajar, but the
crevice was wide enough that I was able to spy the captain at his
desk surrounded by two men and a woman in freshly pressed suits.
This was going to be interesting. I knocked tentatively and my
breath caught in my throat as the captain’s gaze rose to meet
mine.

“Officer Remi,” he
gestured for me to come inside, “close the door behind
you.”

I entered the room warily,
the bottom of my feet dragging against the carpet, and claimed a
seat in the center that put me face-to-face with the
captain. Could this be about my exam
application? I perked up at the
possibility. Recently, I had taken the exam that would ensure my
promotion to detective, but I knew that couldn’t be the purpose for
this meeting. This appeared to be something entirely
different.

I took a minute to scan the room to
get a good look at the others – the man in a gray suit sitting in
the chair closest to me was drumming his fingertips against its arm
a bit more forcefully than necessary, while the other man was
propped up against the full-length window and seemed more concerned
with counting the web-like cracks in the corner of the ceiling than
my presence. The woman stood and faced the captain and me with
unnerving focus. Her posture was perfect and her long, blonde hair
was perfectly groomed and swept up into a tight bun. She cleared
her throat.

“Take a seat, Officer
Remi.” The captain’s lips pressed together tightly to form a thin
line.

I gulped as quietly as was possible,
but I was certain my anxiety was palpable to everyone in the
room.

“Sure thing,” I replied
nervously. I forced a cough in an attempt to undo the spell of
tension and smiled. “I know, I know. It’s hard to turn away from
this pretty smile,” I quipped not so gracefully.

The woman used her hand to shield a
smile. I wasn’t certain if it was because she found my remark
genuinely funny or if she smiled simply out of courtesy. Either
way, my words had done their work – the air in the office already
felt four pounds lighter. My captain tended to keep his office
uncluttered with no pictures, save for the one of his family
positioned facing him on his desk. There were also a few plaques
and medals hung on the wall, highlighting his time in the military
and 20-year service as a police officer.

The captain shook his head at me. He
was accustomed to my awkward comments, but the rigidity in his
demeanor indicated to me that he wasn’t in the mood for my japing.
He waved his hand around the room at the others. “So, what do you
all think?”

The guy at the window shrugged. “She
could pass for an 18-year-old.”

Um…what?

“Her oafish humor is like
that of a teenager. She’s a…hm…what is the term?” The sitting man
snapped his fingers repeatedly, as if that action would summon the
answer he needed. He turned directly to the woman.

I glanced at the woman
expectantly.

Her eyes examined me thoroughly,
taking stock of my attributes like a used car salesman attempting
to determine the value of a new car on the lot. “She’s a
smartass.”

Damn. She had me pegged. I shrugged, feeling my body relax with
the shifting tide of the vibe in the office. “I’ve been called that
a few times.”

Her red, pouty lips tremored for the
space of a heartbeat. She nearly failed at stifling her
laughter.

I reluctantly returned my attention to
the captain. “Do I have to play charades, or will someone fill me
in?”

“I think she’s perfect,”
the detective interrupted.

I leaned back into my chair and bit my
tongue. I had a bad habit of speaking before thinking, and my
patience ran out as often as the gas in my eight-cylinder truck. It
was too early for me to be playing guessing games or scolding men
who clearly lacked basic manners.

“Officer Remi, you are one
of my best officers. I know you applied for the detective exam, so
I want you to consider what you are about to be offered as a
detective position on a trial basis.”

Now I was listening.

The woman spoke next, “I’m Jessica
Barnes, the assistant district attorney. This is my colleague,
Terrence Simpson.” She pointed to the man sitting in the
chair.

The man at the window threw his hand
up. “Detective Johnson.”

There we
go. Everyone was finally starting to
conversate properly. “Hello, everyone.”

“Well, Officer Remi, it’s
a pleasure to meet you. You were a part of the drug bust we had
last month.” Johnson walked forward and gave me a proper handshake,
then returned to his place at the window. “I saw you in passing
that day and hoped we’d meet again.”

I nodded. “Our biggest in two
years.”

“Your captain here
considers you to be a capable officer. Says you can handle pretty
much anything thrown at you.”

I waited for the captain to speak for
me, but he remained silent. I kept my eyes on the detective and
said, “I came from the streets. It makes me more cautious and
resourceful.”

“We need more officers
like you.”

“Thanks.”

Jessica smoothed a wrinkle in the
sleeve of her blazer. “Lately, we have been arresting quite a bit
of teens for possession. Far more than usual. I have collected a
fair amount of evidence that indicates the drugs are funneling
through a high school, but not enough to bring charges.”

“Which high school?” I
asked, my interest immediately piqued.

“Western High in
Gresham.”

I was familiar with the school. It was
about 45 minutes from my station in Beaverton. Everyone here was
familiar with it, truth be told. Law enforcement had been called
out there more than a dozen times in the last year alone. Needless
to say, Western High did not have a stellar reputation. A couple of
news reports last year put them permanently on our radar and gossip
spread from station to station on a regular basis.

“Listen Remi, you know how
to get results.” The deep bass of my captain’s voice tore through
the air. He had my attention once again. “Thankfully, this school
is outside of our district, so you won’t be recognized. We would
normally use a cop within the same district, but truth is, we don’t
have anyone qualified for this job and we want a woman.
Unfortunately, in the drug business, women are still seen as less
threatening. I believe you’re the person for this task.”

I furrowed my brows and tucked in my
bottom lip. “What exactly do you want from me?”

“We want you to go
undercover,” Jessica announced.

I was certain my heart had
stopped beating from the thrilling jolt of Jessica’s
statement. Undercover. The sensation of the word tumbling around in my brain
caused spasms of excitement to rocket through my limbs. Going
undercover was unexpected, but I was eager to embrace the task. If
I performed well over the course of this operation, then becoming a
detective wouldn’t be a dream anymore – it would be a
reality.

I took a deep breath in an effort to
downplay my enthusiasm and appear more like an indifferent
professional. “Well, I’m capable, but I am not qualified to teach a
bunch of teenagers. However, if you guys need me, I’ll give you
100%.”

“Officer Remi, we aren’t
asking you to go undercover as a teacher. The kids would have a
hard time trusting you that way.” Taking note of my confused
expression, Detective Johnson continued, “You would go undercover
as a high school senior. Though you are 28, you could pass for a
teenager, especially if you rid yourself of your clean-cut
appearance.”

More spasms. I couldn’t contain my
eagerness anymore. “When do I start?”

“Monday morning,” Jessica
replied, a surprised expression plastered across her
face.

I struggled to listen through the haze
of my excitement while they elaborated on the details of the
operation, and after 30 minutes, the room fell silent as all of
them stared at me in anticipation of my answer, as if their
explanations would somehow make me change my mind.

I’m going undercover.
Little to no backup. Drugs. Dealing with emotional teens. Having
homework again. Pretend parents. Annoying teachers.

I grinned toothily. “I’m
in.”

 


*

 


For the next several hours, the five
of us discussed my role in detail. My name would be Remi Schroeder.
Jessica argued it would be easier to keep my first name since there
was already so much information that I would be expected to absorb
in two days’ time. I felt relieved. It meant there was less of a
chance I would make an error.

It was still a bit strange. I was
suddenly 18 again and I would be placed in foster program that
housed older teens. It was the government’s way of helping teens
who were “aging out” make a smoother transition into the adult
world. Safe housing. My new identity was a transfer from another
school district living with a single parent and two other kids.
Jessica divulged to me that the family would be ignorant of my
undercover status. As a child born to parents who were serious drug
addicts, I was expected to display a defensive and closed-off
demeanor to be believable and to attract the sort of students that
I needed to appeal to in order to gather evidence. I was permitted
to smoke pot and do some other mild criminal activities to maintain
my cover.

In the last hour of the meeting I was
left alone with Jessica and I was utterly exhausted. When Jessica
finally rose from her seat, I noticed that the button at the top of
her cream-colored blouse was missing. I couldn’t stop my gaze from
roaming the landscape of her chest, following the soft curves of
her breasts and delighting in the feeling the sight of them sparked
in my core.

“Officer Remi.”

I was caught. I knew it. I glanced up
at her face, smiling sheepishly and hoping she wouldn’t say
anything.

“I would like you to meet
me at this address in two days. From there, I’ll take you to where
you’ll be living and introduce you to your foster mom.” She handed
me a small piece of paper.

“And who will she think
you are?” I asked.

“Your social worker, of
course.” She grabbed her coat from the back of the chair. “You’ll
need a makeover first. You need a rough, youthful vibe. And you’ll
need to learn all the latest slang.”

I chuckled and scratched my head.
“Right. I wouldn’t want my cover blown by all of my ‘old lady’
vernacular.”

“It seems I was correct in
calling you a smartass.” Jessica rolled her eyes and shoved her
arms into her coat.

“That can’t be the only
thing that you’ve learned about me.” The pitch of my voice was
slightly higher than normal. I was flirting. At least, I was trying
to flirt.

I stood and moved closer to her,
leaning into the table. To anyone who walked into the office, it
would look like two women having a casual conversation. I crossed
my arms over my chest, tilting my head to one side. I knew there
was a connection between us and hoped she would meet me
halfway.

Jessica pursed her lips, her left brow
raised in curiosity. “Well, I’ve learned from your colleagues
you’re good at getting what you want. I’m just wondering…what is it
you want right now?” Her tone was suggestive.

“You’re a smart woman. I’m
sure you can figure it out.”

After a few excruciatingly long
seconds, Jessica made a move, but it was toward the door. “I’ll be
at Jake’s Steakhouse at five.”

I nodded and watched her
as she as she left the room. It’s going to
be a fun night.

 


*

 


I met Jessica at the address provided
two days later. It was a vacant warehouse.

“Officer Remi.” As she
approached, I took note of how the pantsuit she was wearing hugged
her figure. I bit my lip.

“Ms. Barnes.” We shook
hands cordially. After our fun time the night we met, we both
agreed to uphold a strictly professional relationship.

“You ready to meet your
mom?”

I scoffed. “As long as I don’t have to
call her that.”

A smile threatened to erupt at the
corners of her mouth. She pursed her lips to suppress it. “You have
to remember that you are now an 18-year-old. You are no longer
Officer Remi. Play your role.”

“I can do
that.”

“Remi?” A blue-haired
woman sauntered over to us. I took her for somewhere in her
mid-30s, but the multiple piercings on her face made me unsure. She
smiled at me and offered her hand. “I’m your stylist.”

Jessica gestured for me to
follow the woman and then made her exit without farewell or
ceremony. I blew air out between my lips emphatically.
Play the role. The
warehouse was familiar to me. It was a safe space for law
enforcement to gather before a bust. We were in one big open space
with only a few windows. The floors were concrete, and the walls
were red brick. It smelled surprisingly fresh, though the place
looked as if it had mold forming in every corner. There were two
desks in the center with a large mirror and an incredible amount of
beauty products – most of which I didn’t recognize.

My long hair was cut and dyed a
stunning raven, left at shoulder-length with waves. The stylist
added a few layers of burgundy at the front, insisting that it
would improve my image with the other teenagers. My septum was
pierced shortly after my hair was finished, and I was then shoved
into skinny jeans and a white tank top. A pair of ratty converses
completed the look.

“Done,” the stylist said,
backing away to let me stand.

I nodded my thanks and then left the
warehouse swiftly, ready to begin my work.

“Remi Schroeder.” The deep
bass of the captain’s voice nearly caused me to jump, but I managed
to keep my composure as he neared. He extended his hand for me to
shake.

“Captain.” I took his
hand. He looked me over, nodding as he did so, seemingly impressed
by the new look. “I know. Huge makeover.”

“Yes, it is.”

“We should go,” Jessica
said. Her eyes scanned over me a second longer. “Try not to have a
bunch of high school students drooling over you.”

I chuckle and pursed my lips. “Is this
your way of telling me, I still look as hot as
yesterday?”

Jessica ignored my question, rolling
her eyes and walked off. I followed behind, laughing and knowing
her answer.

 


*

 


Jessica parked her car in front of a
beige house that sat in stark contrast to the others on both sides
of the street. In each direction I spotted a few vacant houses with
broken windows and graffiti sprayed across the rotting boards of
their exteriors. There were several more houses and apartments
further down the street. Five or six blocks, by my estimate. A few
teens were sitting on the curb across from my new home, talking and
watching the smaller children riding their bikes in the eerily
quiet street.

A woman stepped out onto the porch.
She was dark-skinned with a touch of silver in her black hair that
betrayed her age. There were two kids standing behind her – a boy
who looked to be about 10, slender like his mother, and a daughter
who I guessed was about 16 or 17. As she emerged from behind her
mother, her long braids whipped behind her. The boy remained close
to his mother but kept his eyes on me.

The report on this family Jessica had
given me was thorough, and I had spent much of the past two days
memorizing it. The foster mom was a single parent whose husband
passed away several years ago, leaving her to care for their
children alone.

“Ready?” Jessica
asked.

I sighed. “No going back
now.”

I exited the car, remembering that I
needed to appear both somewhat nervous and yet detached. A nearly
impossible combination. Honestly, I was nervous, so at least I
wouldn’t have to fake that emotion. It wasn’t only because it was
my first operation, but also because I had been living
independently for many years, and the reason for that was not what
anyone would expect.

It took me a long time to make myself
into the woman I was now, a protector of my community. I was
practically an adult before I finished elementary school. I moved
out of my parents’ house when I was 16 and never returned. I
couldn’t handle living in a house where my presence was only
tolerated when I was needed to bring home drugs. Every few years my
parents called to ask for money, so playing the role of a callous
kid would not be altogether difficult.

“Mrs. Bryant.” Jessica
greeted the woman with a smile and waved for me to approach. “This
is Remi Schroeder.”

Mrs. Bryant held her hand out to me.
“I’m Tonya Bryant. This is my daughter, Myra.” She pulled her
daughter to her side. The boy tried to hide behind Mrs. Bryant, but
she moved to allow me to meet him as well. “My little one,
Jordan.”

“I’m, oh...Remi.” I held
my duffel bag close to my body and feigned uncertainty.

“Would you like to come
in?” It was an invite for both Jessica and me.

Jessica smiled apologetically. “I’m
afraid I have an appointment to keep but thank you for your
invitation. I will visit at end of the week to see how everyone is
acclimating. Here’s my card.” Mrs. Bryant gingerly took the small
card from Jessica. “Call me anytime. Really.”

“Thank you, Ms.
Barnes.”

Jessica patted my shoulder
reassuringly. “Give them a chance. A fresh start. Make
friends.”

I nodded.
This is certainly going to be
interesting.


Chapter Two

 


 


There was a knock at my bedroom door
followed by an impatient voice. “We have to be at school in 40
minutes.” It was Myra.

Myra disappeared down the hallway
before I could respond. I was thankful I wasn’t expected to share a
room with her since it would be difficult to keep up appearances in
close quarters. The room was small but comfortable. And beige. So
incredibly beige. From the walls to the dresser to the bedding.
Even the wall décor. It was going to take some getting used
to.

I remained in bed for a few minutes,
trying to force myself to move. As an officer, I was no stranger to
long hours, but for the past couple of days my mind and body had
been pushed to their limits in preparation for this mission. Since
I was informed of this operation, I had to constantly remind myself
that this is ultimately what I wanted, even if it was happening
much sooner than I expected.

I slid out of bed and dressed quickly
before making my way to the dining room where the family was seated
at the round, oaken table eating breakfast in silence.

“Would you like some
cereal?” Mrs. Bryant asked as I took a seat at the table next to
Jordan.

I frowned.

“You have something
against eating our food?” Myra snapped.

Moody
teenagers. “Cereal’s cool.” I usually had
a cup of coffee, yogurt, and some form of protein. I reprimanded
myself for my blunder. I needed to be more careful about my
behavior. Teenagers loved cereal.

“How about we go after
school today to the supermarket and buy some food you like?” Mrs.
Bryant offered.

I shook my head and poured some milk
into my bowl. “I’m fine. Really.”

It was second nature for me to decline
offers like that even if I was starving and flat broke. Fending for
myself was the only way of life I understood, so accepting a
kindness such as the one Mrs. Bryant was proposing was like bucking
against each one of my deeply rooted instincts.

Myra snorted and mumbled under her
breath.

“Myra!” Mrs. Bryant glared
at her daughter. “Here you go, hun.” She smiled and handed me a cup
of orange juice. The sudden shift in her demeanor was jarring.
“We’ll be leaving in 10.”

“Thanks.” I ate my bowl of
cereal without complaint.

I went upstairs to pack my backpack
after breakfast. Once finished, I headed outside to Mrs. Bryant’s
car and took a place next to Jordan in the backseat. I liked the
kid. So far, he was proving to be quiet but kind, and it was
definitely a nice contrast to Myra’s chaotic moods. She slid into
the front seat with as much ceremony as a princess at her
coronation.

The drive was relatively peaceful,
particularly since Myra elected to put earbuds in and stare
distractedly out her window. Not long after dropping off Jordan,
both Myra and I were facing the imposing Western High. It was an
old, brown building that stretched across the block and was two
stories tall. As the three of us marched over to the school’s
entrance, anxiety reemerged and bored into my chest, causing my
heart to palpitate out of rhythm.

Mrs. Bryant took the initiative to
grab the door for us, noticing my withdrawn posture. We were met
inside by a large, box-shaped lobby that had two hallways on either
side extending throughout the school like outstretched arms. A
tall, glass case stuffed with various trophies and ribbons against
the northern wall was mute testimony to the school’s athletic
prowess. My attention was called to the right of the entrance where
Mrs. Bryant stood by the door to the registration office waiting
for me to join her.

Myra waved a halfhearted farewell to
her mother, and then ran off to class without even looking in my
direction. Mrs. Bryant didn’t appear troubled by her daughter’s
eagerness to leave her side. Instead, she gazed at me warmly and
gestured for me to follow her into the office. Spurred on by her
signal, I swallowed the lump in my throat and shuffled to her side.
Mrs. Bryant chatted breezily with the receptionist for a few
minutes while I took the opportunity to observe the kids zipping
from hallway to hallway. Each one was thoroughly immersed in their
own world as they scurried about, their faces harshly illuminated
by the light of their phone screens.

“Remi.” It was Mrs.
Bryant. She leaned in closer to me and lowered her voice. “I know
we haven’t talked…umm…” She seemed as nervous as I was, which was a
little funny since she wasn’t the one pretending to be 10 years
younger and having to endure high school all over again. “You are
in a new world. I know you’ve lived a rough life, but things
can get better. I think
you will enjoy this school if you open yourself up and try to make
some friends.”

I nodded and gripped the strap of my
backpack tightly. This was it. Do or die.

“Here’s your schedule.”
The receptionist interrupted our sappy moment to hand me a few
papers. “Janis,” she said to a girl with straightened black hair
who was entering the office. She waved at me, her big brown eyes
shining brightly against her dark skin. “This is Remi Schroeder.
Can you help her find her first class? Be her guide for
today?”

As Janis neared, she smiled widely,
all 32 of her perfectly straight teeth visible. I returned her
smile, albeit not sincerely. I wasn’t interested in having a guide,
but she seemed sweet, so I wasn’t going to argue with the
receptionist. I waved to Mrs. Bryant as we exited the office
together. I had to remind myself I was playing a teenaged
girl.

“Can I see your schedule?”
I nodded, and she snatched it from my hand, her eyes as wide as
saucers as she read the paper’s contents. “Cool! We have history
together.”

Yay. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about classwork, and even less so
about being friends with someone so easily excitable. She was not
the type I needed to befriend for this operation.

“Cool.”

“Well,” she pointed to the
double doors, “your first class is across the lot in Building
B.”

When I sported a nervous expression,
she giggled and offered to walk me to the building and to my first
class. The school was large enough to make me nervous about
navigating it alone. Janis peppered me with questions along the
way. It was apparent to me then that she never tired, but I did.
Never the bubbly sort, I generally kept to myself. However, I knew
I shouldn’t judge her too quickly. Even if she wasn’t the type of
friend that I needed to make in order to procure evidence, I wasn’t
in any position to refuse the olive branch that accompanied her
acquaintance. Janis might prove to be a valuable ally in some
future circumstance.

“So…how old are you?” I
asked when she finally took a breath.

She grinned. “I just turned 18.
You?”

“Same,” I said as we
arrived at the door to my first class. “Thanks for helping me
out.”

“I’ll come get you when
first bell rings.”

“Thanks.” I gulped
nervously and watched her figure disappear around the
corner.

I walked into the classroom, noting
the teenagers scattered all over the room, sitting in their chairs
or on top of their desks talking casually with one another. The
white concrete of the walls was abrasive to my eyes, but the
posters of literary figures throughout history helped a bit. There
were some bookshelves on the back wall that were stuffed with books
in all manner of disrepair. The teacher was at his desk in the
front of the room, idly shuffling through some papers. Two large
windows on the western wall provided a view of the back
lot.

“All right, class,” the
teacher announced while rising from his chair, “take your seats.”
He glanced at me and his features softened in welcome. “You must be
our new addition. I’m Mr. Runes.”

He motioned for me to stand in front
of the class. The need to hide under a rock was as urgent as my
need for a strong cup of coffee. I trudged reluctantly to the front
of the room, gripping the strap of my backpack so firmly I was
positive that my classmates would notice the whites of my
knuckles.

“Introduce
yourself.”

I cleared my throat with
some difficulty. “I’m, um, Remi Schroeder. Obviously, I’m new here.” My sarcasm
seemed to emerge whenever I was nervous.

A few students snickered. I smiled
inwardly, certain that I earned a few brownie points with some of
them for my confidence, even if it wasn’t genuine.

“And obviously, you have a sense of
humor.” Mr. Runes’ jaw tensed. Clearly, he did not have a sense of
humor. “Take a seat, Miss Schroeder.”

There were a few choices available to
me - one in the back and two in the front of the room. I knew which
one I had to choose. When I claimed the seat in the back, I took
the opportunity to glance at the kids immediately surrounding me.
They appeared to be just as disinterested in school as I was, which
might prove advantageous for me.

I settled into my seat, pulling out a
notebook and pencil, knowing I’d probably write down random words
and draw like a true bored teenager. That part I didn’t have to
fake. I tolerated English class when I was in school, but I was
never really a fan of research papers and journaling. I watched as
a few boys goofed around, tossing wads of paper at each other’s
heads whenever the teacher’s back was turned. There was no way I
was going to survive this class without some form of imagination or
daydreaming. So, for the next 45 minutes I think I zoned out,
because next thing I knew Janis was standing beside me.

“Ready to go?”

Most of my classmates were
gone.

Talk about zoning
out. “Is there a break coming up?” I
asked.

She laughed heartily.
“Lunch is coming
up.”

I frowned. When I went to high school
the first time, regular breaks were normal. I guess those days were
gone. “Are you serious?”

I retrieved my schedule from my pocket
as we left the classroom and Janis seized the paper from my hand
with the speed and precision of a falcon on the hunt. She scanned
the schedule, paying no attention to the flurry of students pushing
past us in the hallway. “Lunch for you won’t be until... Cool! Your
lunch period is the same as mine. You have Pre-Cal and then
lunch.”

I groaned.

“Don’t worry,” Janis
insisted cheerfully, “Mrs. Grey is a pretty cool
teacher.”

“Pre-Calculus.”
This has to be a joke. Math was my ultimate misery. “Can you help me find
it?”

“No problem.” Janis took
the lead, carving a path through several groups of students to the
next building, giggling and gabbing the entire way.

“See you after class.”
Janis flashed a smiled at me, then turned to leave as soon as we
came to the door to the classroom.

I was forced to perform another
self-introduction in Pre-Calculus and yet again, I found myself
falling asleep halfway through class. Before I dozed off
completely, however, a conversation between two boys wrenched me
from surrendering totally to a dreamy oblivion.

“Bro, I’m only trying to
get a little weed. I know you’re holding.” It was a boy with short
blond hair whose soft features made him appear several years
younger than I supposed him to be, and his Celtics jersey hung from
his shoulders loosely, suggesting that he hadn’t quite grown into
it.

The striking green eyes of the other
boy darted around the room, searching the immediate area for prying
ears and eyes. “I’m not sharing any of my stash. Talk to
Roman.”

For two people who didn’t want others
to hear their conversation, they were terrible at
whispering.

“Fuck you,” the Celtics
kid hissed. “You know I can’t talk to him.” He leaned back against
his chair, muttering profanities under his breath.

“Miss Schroeder.” The
sound of my fake surname caught me off guard.

I followed the voice to the front of
the room and found Mrs. Grey staring at me expectantly.
“Yes?”

“I asked you to come to the board and
solve this problem.” Mrs. Grey held out the marker for me to
grab.

The white board was inundated with a
mixture of numbers and letters in some structures and formats that
I did not understand. I assumed they were equations.

“I’m good.”

The class erupted in laughter. Mrs.
Grey’s lips pressed together into a straight line.

She narrowed her blue eyes menacingly
and placed one of her hands on her narrow waist. “Miss Schroeder, I
was not asking you.”

I frowned and considered my options. I
could go up and try to solve a problem I knew I couldn’t solve, or
I could take advantage of the situation to impress some of the
students. I had to play the difficult teen. It was an easy
choice.

“But...you did ask,” I
replied, making no attempt to hide my sarcasm. I leaned back
against my chair.

“Fair enough. I am
now ordering you
to come up and solve the problem.” She crossed both of her arms
over her chest.

I shook my head. “For the sake of not
wasting anyone’s time and to spare my dignity, I refuse. I’m not
even certain I could identify most of the scribbles on that
board.”

The students’ laughter now rose to a
deafening roar.

“Fine,” Mrs. Grey said.
“How about you stay here during lunch so we can solve the problem
together?”

I eyed her in mute challenge. “Is that
an order, or do I have a choice? Because if there is a choice, I
refuse that offer, too.”

My mouth would prove my
undoing. Maybe I should shut
up.

“You’ll be here with me
during lunch,” she said sharply. She turned her icy gaze from me
and found another victim: a tiny girl in the front row. “Solve this
problem.”

“Hey,” whispered the
Celtics kid who was begging for weed before the start of class,
“you slayed Grey. Badass.”

I smiled toothily. “It
wasn’t my intention to slay
her.” The slang didn’t trip naturally off the
tongue. I couldn’t understand how this generation
functioned.

“Name’s Jay.”

“Remi.” I watched as the
girl up front stood and walked to the white board. Mrs. Grey eyed
me from her desk a few too many times and the kid planted himself
firmly back into his chair, trying not to get caught talking to
me.

When class ended, I realized I needed
to dump my feisty personality for now. Lunch would have been a
great opportunity to get to know many of the students, so I
couldn’t afford to keep being held back in a classroom because of
my smart mouth. Janis was told by Mrs. Grey that I had lunch
detention and to bring me food. I wanted to ditch the punishment,
but I knew that would only get me into more trouble.

Mrs. Grey stood in front of the
whiteboard, erasing some extraneous marks to provide a clean space
for us to work. “Miss Schroeder, I do not want a repeat of this
behavior. If you don’t know how to solve the problem, you can
simply say so.”

Fair
enough. I should have avoided embarrassing
her in front of her students, but my mouth sometimes outruns my
brain.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I am
not good with putting my weaknesses on display.”

“I understand that, but it
is no excuse for the attitude. I expect you to work on that. But
for now, we will go over some equations.”

A loud commotion in the hallway caused
Mrs. Grey to stop writing on the whiteboard. Her posture stiffened
and she frowned as she stared in the direction of the door for a
minute. She held up her index finger in the space between us, then
scrambled over to the door. I made to follow her as she disappeared
into the hallway, but I wasn’t certain that it was the best idea.
That changed when something slammed against the wall outside of the
classroom. My professional instincts kicked in, and I was out of
the room before my next breath.

“Stay in the room!” Mrs.
Grey shouted at me as I barreled into the hallway.

I turned to the right just as a
teenaged boy drove his fist into another boy’s jaw. Kids gathered
around, phones out, most likely recording the scene. The boys
wrestled each other to the ground, cursing and grunting with each
move.

“Hey! You two end this
now!” Mrs. Grey screeched. She stepped toward the two boys, but I
blocked her with my arm. “I told you to stay in the classroom, Miss
Schroeder. I won’t tell you again—”

“This is our turf!” one of
the fighting boys who had curly hair shouted and then lunged toward
the other in a new attack.

Mrs. Grey’s attention was on me
instead of the fight which was a grave error. The boys were
attempting to tackle each other, every move of theirs forcing them
around the hallway. In the space of a heartbeat, one boy was pushed
backward in the direction of Mrs. Grey and me. I grabbed her arm
and yanked her sideways, letting the oncoming boy slam straight
into the wall behind us.

She yelped and jerked her arm away,
her body shaking a bit. I wasn’t sure if it was due to anger at me
or if she was in shock because of the circumstances. She
straightened her posture, steadying herself, and inhaled
deeply.

She then turned to me and fixed me
with a menacing glare. “I told you to get back into the
classroom.”

I watched as five school monitors clad
in white polo shirts appeared and worked together to pull the boys
apart. The school monitors at Western High were basically security
guards, but apparently the school system felt that term was too
intimidating.

I returned Mrs. Grey’s gaze. “You were
about to be struck by that kid. The way I see it, you’re lucky I
didn’t listen.”

Upon hearing my words, her posture
relaxed. She knew I was right. The bell rang. “Just get to your
next class.”

I grabbed my backpack from
the classroom and headed to my next class. The students were
already dispersing as if nothing had occurred. A few teens lingered
in the hallway talking in low voices amongst themselves. Instinct
told me they were somehow involved in the fight between the boys.
The boy with the curly hair said this was their turf.

If it had anything to do with the drug
network, I’d have to get involved myself. I studied the boys still
hanging out in the hallway, trying to memorize their features for
the future. Once finished, I sprinted toward my next class. The
last thing I needed was to earn the ire of another
teacher.

My next class was Medieval History. I
was actually excited about this class. It was a subject I studied
in my spare time and not a course offered when I was in high
school. I passed room after room. The room numbers were going down,
then inexplicably, going up. I felt I was walking in circles. I
knew I was lost.

“I’ve been looking for
you.” Janis appeared next to me, her black hair no longer loose but
pulled back into a tight ponytail.
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