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Introduction


Youngstown, Ohio, born and raised, is where Rashad Moore spent most of his days. 


Rashad grew up in a bustling, loving home, raised by his formidable father, Ricky, and his fiercely devoted stepmother, Diamond. The shadow of a profound loss always lingered; his biological mother tragically passed away giving birth to his younger brother, Randy, who is three years his junior. Rashad's own entry into the world was alongside his constant counterpart, his twin brother, Rashawn. Anchoring them all was their older sister, the savvy and protective Rasheeda, who stood two years their senior.


Ricky and Diamond built their family on a foundation of resilience and love. They married when the twins were just five years old, a union forged two years after the devastating passing of the children's mother. The very next year, their family expanded with joy with the arrival of their own son, a boy they named Ryan, who completed the lively brood of five children.


Without a doubt, Ricky and Diamond executed the Herculean task of raising their five kids with excellence and grace. Diamond was the unwavering heart of the home, a stay-at-home mom who also skillfully managed a lucrative side hustle doing hair, her salon-quality chair always occupied by a loyal client in the living room. Ricky was the rock and the provider, a man with grease under his fingernails and a shrewd business mind; he owned a successful mechanic shop and utilized his car dealer's license to flip vehicles, ensuring his family never wanted for anything. Together, they were an unstoppable team.


Rasheeda was destined for the salon; following directly in her stepmom's footsteps, she began mastering the art of hair as a teenager. She strategically plotted her rise: after graduating high school, she went straight to cosmetology school while simultaneously taking university classes. Her relentless drive earned her a Bachelor's and then a Master's in Business, paving the way for her to open her own wildly successful, upscale hair salon and barber shop.


Meanwhile, Rashawn and Randy went into business together, a powerful brotherly duo. They began cleaning carpets at a young age, learning the trade from the ground up. When Rashawn was 21 and Randy was just 18, they pooled their resources, purchased a van, and secured a storage rental for their vehicle and growing arsenal of cleaning supplies. Through sheer hustle, they became the best mobile carpet cleaners in the entire state of Ohio and now employ a team that works for them across the state.


Ryan, the baby boy of the family, always had a passion for the kitchen. After graduating high school, he honed his craft at a prestigious culinary arts school in Las Vegas, Nevada. His goal is nothing less than to become the personal chef for A-list celebrities and major mainstream events.


Then there was Rashad. At 24 years old, he was already a successful MRI technician with a good, stable career—but his path had hurdles. Divorced for two years from his high-school sweetheart, with no kids, the court permitted his ex-wife, Karla, to keep the home he had put the down payment on and paid the mortgage for. Now living in a modest one-bedroom apartment, Rashad was diligently saving for a new home. Despite his professional success, he felt unfulfilled. He was the only sibling not following a true passion; he watched his brothers and sister thrive and desperately wanted a lucrative hustle of his own.


He tried everything: a series of investments that spectacularly devoured his savings instead of generating income. There was an ill-fated ice cream truck, a struggling catering truck, a pressure washing business that fizzled out, and even a car detailing side-gig. Nothing worked.


Then, he started hearing the whispers—the stories of people making fortunes on the stock market. Intrigued, he began to research. At the age of 22, he took a calculated risk and invested in a single, promising stock. That decision, four long years later, earned him a life-altering $155 million dollars.


At just 26 years old, Rashad lives in his stunning $2.5 million mansion in Columbiana, Ohio—a testament to his success. But his empire doesn't stop there; he also owns a flourishing flower shop nestled right next to his elegant bridal store in Cleveland.


Rashad was undeniably wealthy. His businesses were doing phenomenally well. Yet, he decided that his career as an MRI technician was a chapter he no longer needed. He craved more; he yearned to do something truly inspiring, something genuinely motivating—something where he could help and lift people up.


He found himself reflecting on his own childhood, on the pain of losing a mom and growing up haunted by a chorus of "what if" thoughts. After deep and relentless contemplation, he made up his mind.


He wanted to work with children. He wanted to work with many different children, to be a steady presence for those who needed it most. And that is when Rashad came to his powerful conclusion: he wanted to be a substitute teacher.




Chapter 1


Rashad's wish was granted—he began his teaching journey at Wesley Elementary in Youngstown, a world of vibrant energy and curious young minds. He was working with mostly fourth and fifth-grade students, a classroom of predominantly Black students, bright-eyed and full of potential. For two intense weeks, he poured his heart into them, building a foundation of trust and respect; they, in turn, blossomed under his guidance, forging a powerful attachment to Mr. Moore. Then, without warning, the Columbiana School District pulled him: they needed him immediately at Mount Bellard High School, substituting for world-weary twelfth graders. Just like that, his world turned upside down.


Teaching wide-eyed nine, ten, and eleven-year-old Black students had been one thing; now, standing at the precipice of a classroom full of seventeen and eighteen-year-old white students was a dramatic, bone-deep change. The air itself felt different.


Early Tuesday morning, Rashad pushed open the heavy oak door to Principal Caldwell’s office. Inside, the principal was just hanging up the phone, a cordial smile already plastered on his face.


“Ah, you must be our new substitute teacher,” Principal Caldwell boomed, not waiting for a reply. “You’ll be taking over Mr. Holmgren’s class. He’s on a leave of absence—his wife just had a baby—so you’re stuck with us for the next six weeks.”


They shared a brief, obligatory laugh that echoed in the spacious office.


“I’m sure the students will love you here,” Caldwell continued, leaning back in his leather chair. “Being that there are only two black students in this entire school, and one of them is in your 6th period classroom. We could always use some seasoning, ya know?” He let the phrase hang in the air before swiftly moving on. “So, where are you from?”


Rashad offered a tight smile. “I grew up in Youngstown. Went to school there from pre-K through twelfth grade. Graduated, went to MRI trade school, and became a licensed technician within two years.”


“Oh, okay,” Caldwell nodded, a flicker of confusion in his eyes. “They make pretty good money. Why stop to be a substitute teacher? Not to be disrespectful, but you’ll make half of what you made as a technician, and you have to deal with these hardheaded kids. I think you need a doctor!” He laughed at his own joke.


Rashad chuckled politely, but his eyes were steady. “Nah. Inspiring kids to be great has always been my passion. I just want to help the hurt—the part that no one can see. I lost my mom just after I turned three years old. Growing up, I always felt a missing piece… like I was just dropping from the sky at times.”


Principal Caldwell’s smile softened into a look of perfunctory sympathy. “Was your father in your life?”


The question landed with a dull thud. Rashad felt the subtle sting of its assumption, the faint whisper of racial profiling. But he refused to let it rub him the wrong way; his truth was his armor.


“Yes,” Rashad said, his voice gaining a new, unshakable strength. “My father was very much in my life. He raised me and my four siblings to be great, successful, law-abiding citizens. My siblings are all entrepreneurs. And so is my father.” 


Principal Caldwell lurches backward two full steps, his hand flying to his chest in a performance of pure theatrics, as if Rashad had brandished a weapon and not a justified tone. He gasps, "Why are you getting so angry? I just asked you a simple question!"


"And I gave you a simple answer," Rashad snaps back, his voice a blade of ice.


Principal Caldwell's eyes narrow, his voice dripping with condescension. "You are coming off pretty strong to be dealing with teenagers; they can say the cruelest things. Are you sure you can handle this position? I don't need a substitute snapping on my students for sneezing out of place."


Rashad shakes his head, a dark smirk playing on his lips. "With all due respect," he says, layering the words with none, "I'm going to go to my classroom before the students come in. And if you want to know why I'm leaving your presence, read Proverbs chapter nine, verse six and seven."


Without another word, Rashad turns on his heel and walks away, his footsteps echoing with finality down the long, empty hall heading to his new classroom.


Principal Caldwell seethed, his discomfort curdling into fury at how effortlessly Rashad walked away. Each casual, confident step was a fresh insult. Just watching him retreat, staring at that defiant, woolly hair, made his blood boil hotter.


Driven by a rage he could barely contain, Principal Caldwell stormed to his computer and feverishly looked up Proverbs chapter nine, verse six and seven.


With about fifteen minutes until the bell, Rashad moved with a quiet, deliberate purpose. He snapped open the blinds, flooding the room with light, then lit a single candle—a small, defiant flame. He turned to the chalkboard and, with sharp, sure strokes, wrote his name: Mr. MOORE. Then, he pushed every chair forward a few feet, reclaiming the space as his own.


Positioning himself by the door, Rashad awaited his homeroom students. As they filed in, he looked each one in the eye and firmly shook all thirty-one of their hands.


His homeroom class was a tableau of suburban uniformity: fifteen Caucasian males, fourteen Caucasian females, and two Mexican females. The students immediately felt they could drop their guards and get comfortable, seeing that their new six-week homeroom teacher wasn't some outdated old white man who dressed like Mr. Rogers, but a young, impeccably dressed, and undeniably handsome Black man who looked like he definitely hit the gym more than just "here and there."


Connor, slouched in the back next to his girlfriend, Samantha, decided to break the ice. He started singing, his voice a low, confident murmur that cut through the quiet, "They not like us..." The lyric from Kendrick Lamar's track hung in the air for a beat before the rest of the class, sensing an opportunity, eagerly joined in. They were a chorus of performative allyship, each one thinking they were earning serious cool points from Rashad simply because they knew the words to a Black artist's song.


As they sang, they laughed and glanced at each other, seeking validation for their own perceived wokeness. Rashad, however, was a statue. He said not a word. His face was an unreadable mask—no flicker of amusement, no nod of approval, not even a blink of irritation.


Connor, frustrated his performance was falling flat, abruptly interrupted the impromptu rap session he himself had started. "Dang, bro, tighten up! You don't know about Kendrick Lamar?" He immediately turned his head, shooting a look to his friends to see if they were going to laugh or join in on his ridicule. They took the cue.


Bryce chimed in, his voice dripping with condescension, "Yeah, bro, relax. Why are you looking so uptight? It's just homeroom. Take a chill pill, bro. Geesh."


Then Alexis, with a smirk of faux sympathy, added her own toxic analysis. "Maybe he's not really, like, black black, you know? But, like, suburban black. Probably was adopted by rich white parents. Sorry, Jamal—we'll all give you a break."


The classroom, so eager to please, erupted in roaring laughter at their own ignorance, completely oblivious to the storm of contempt brewing silently before them.


Rashad paces the classroom, his shoes clicking a slow, deliberate rhythm on the tile floor. He stops, letting the silence thicken before he speaks. "Is there anyone else?" he asks, his voice a low, dangerous rumble. "Would anyone else like to show me just how cool they are? How deeply familiar you all are with Black culture from your five-minute TikTok deep dives? Perhaps you'd like to demonstrate the Stanky Leg? The Dougie? The Nae Nae? Or what about my personal favorite," he sneered, striking a mocking pose, "the Yaah?"


Rashad scans the classroom; a sea of eyes dart away, refusing to meet his gaze. The silence is absolute, heavy with shame and tension.


He continues, his voice dripping with sarcastic sweetness. "I'm sure everyone in the entire world knows the song 'They Not Like Us.' But let me ask you this: how many of you can recite 'You Gotta Be' by Des'ree? Or 'I Believe I Can Fly' by R. Kelly? Can a single one of you even hum a bar of the Black National Anthem?" He leans forward, planting his hands on an empty desk. "If you want to get my attention, don't come at me with basic trends. Come at me with structure—something built from stone, with a meaningful purpose. Come with something real."


Connor pipes up from the back, his voice strained with defensive panic. "Whoa, dangerous, bro! We didn't mean to disrespect you! We just thought you were cool! We didn't mean for you to go all... you know... black power on us."


Rashad’s head snaps toward him, a cold, sharp smile cutting across his face. "Oh. Is that what you call it?" he asks, his tone lethally soft. "When a man stands his ground and tells you exactly how he demands to be acknowledged, you dismiss it as some kind of radical speech? You hear truth and you label it a threat." He takes a single, deliberate step forward. "No. This isn't a performance for your comfort. I think you need to start actually reading the messages life is sending you instead of being so eager to reply."


Rashad snapped out of his verbal rant, and a new, commanding energy settled over him. "Okay. Good morning, class. I am Mr. Moore," he said, his voice now a clear, steady instrument. "I am your homeroom substitute teacher. Due to a personal family leave, Mr. Holmgren will be absent for the next six weeks. I plan on getting to know each and every one of you during my stay here."


He leaned back against the desk, crossing his arms. "A little about myself. I am an Ohioan—I grew up in Youngstown. I graduated from Youngstown Rayen Early College High School, then immediately enrolled in MRI trade school. I was licensed within two years. I have one sister, and three brothers." He laughed, a rich, genuine sound. "And no, I was not adopted by two rich white parents. I was raised by my father and my stepmom. I am a Lakers fan; my favorite basketball player is Kobe—rest in peace. My football team is the Giants, but Tom Brady is my GOAT. I don't really watch baseball, but if I did, I'd go with the Reds since my favorite color is red. I'm single, no children, but I do have two nephews and a niece who I love like my very own. I love to travel—my favorite place is Alaska—and I love board games. For starters."


Jackson, who sat in the second row, didn't even raise his hand. "Who's your favorite rapper?"


Rashad didn't miss a beat. "Well, I don't really listen to rap. The lyrics can be pretty disturbing nowadays. But I did grow up listening to Tupac. I don't think anyone comes close. His passion, his knowledge, his delivery, his skills… they were all next level."


Bryce, trying to be funny and grab attention, called out, "So who do you listen to? Kirk Franklin and Lionel Richie?" The classroom rippled with laughter.


Rashad waited, his expression neutral, until the room fell completely silent. "Nah," he said smoothly. "I probably listen to the same thing your grandparents listen to. Aretha Franklin, Mariah Carey, Celine Dion, Gloria Estefan, Shania Twain, Prince, Michael Jackson, George Michael, R. Kelly… I like old-school music. It connects more with my soul."


A girl named Brianna smiled from under her lashes. "You look pretty young. What are you, about 22 or 23?"


Rashad offered a slight, appreciative nod. "Thank you. I'll be 27 in December."


With a flirtatious stare and a deliberate bite of her lip, Brianna purred, "I guess it's true what they say about black people."


Rashad's eyes narrowed, just a fraction. "Which saying is that?"


"Black don't crack," she said, her voice dripping with implication.


Michael, the boy nursing a huge crush on Brianna, felt a hot spike of jealousy as her gaze clung to the substitute. He yelled out, "BLACK DON'T CRACK, BUT THEY SMOKE IT!" The students erupted, the majority of the Caucasian males laughing the loudest.


The room went quiet again, all eyes on Rashad. A slow, dangerous smile spread across his face. "I see we have a few comedians in here. That was a good joke. 'Black don't crack but they smoke it.' Wow. Never heard that one before." His tone was deceptively light. "Would you like to come up here and say a few more? Come on up. Make yourself feel better about yourself. You got any more black jokes? I'm sure there are plenty. Come on, let's hear one more."
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