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First Sight

 

A Falcon's Bend Series Novella

 

Fall 2007

 

On his last day on the job, Warren Jensen and Amber Carfi are called to the Falcon's Bend High School. Sloane Oligney, mother of one of the students, and high school math teacher Chad Martin are two of the unfortunate hostages of a troubled, violently dangerous student "JZ" who blames Sloane for his girlfriend Laura breaking up with him. Sloane has been blind since birth and refuses to believe in love at first sight. Even as Chad's voice helps her through their precarious situation, she wonders if "love at first sound" is possible...and whether they'll make it out alive to find out.

 

 


"He who seeks vengeance must dig two graves: one for his enemy and one for himself." ~Chinese Proverb

 

"You had me at hello." ~Dorothy Boyd from Jerry Maguire

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Friday, September 21

1:05 p.m.

 

"We were just kids when we married. And I was at the hospital for so long every day, every night, I couldn't have a life." 

Though it'd been almost a week since the spontaneous conversation with his ex-wife, Michaela's words strolled through Chad Martin's mind often, like a jarring toothache, no matter what else he was doing. Each and every time, he recalled his own unspoken response, too. "So what's changed, Chael?" They both lived in Falcon's Bend, Wisconsin, a small town that wasn't exactly a mecca for entertainment. Chad had grown up here and, following college, returned after he got married and they both got jobs in the community. He and Michaela had been divorced for almost seven and a half years now, yet she hadn't bothered to take any of the job offers he suspected she must have gotten from larger hospitals--ones with more advancement opportunities for a doctor with Michaela's single-minded focus. 

They'd run into each other at the coffee shop on Saturday and ended up sitting together despite the awkwardness that tended to accompany their infrequent meetings. She'd made an uncomfortable comment on how good he looked, which made him cerebrally aware she was as attractive as he remembered her. He'd been wondering how to politely say he had papers to grade when she'd done a U-turn and started talking about, of all insanity, getting back together. She hadn't apologized for what happened to split them up, something he believed was entirely her fault. Their marriage had been rocky, underscored with extended periods of times when he was alone, getting infrequently, last-minute, harried, you-understand calls from his wife. She'd never apologized back then either. Their divorce had been hard on him. He'd gone through months of wondering what the hell was happening to his life, and then he'd realized almost abruptly that he was relieved. Their marriage had been cold, distant, barely there considering the unbelievably long hours she worked. 

Convenient for sex. That was the best I could say about our marriage. Even if she was never home, the few times she was I could count on getting laid. But, frankly, I'm in a good place right now. No, I don't date and I get lonely sometimes, and maybe that bothers me more lately because my friends ask me if I'm dating someone too much, but my work fulfills me. I love my job, love the kids that challenge and motivate me to do my damndest to make this a time in their lives that shapes who they are and where they're heading. 

His desire to be a positive influence in the life of high school students was a big part of the reason he'd agreed to take on the Careers class while a fellow teacher went on maternity leave. He had the block open anyway and maybe it meant he had to do a lot more grading at home instead of during the free period until October, but this was worth any questionable sacrifice on his part. While most of the kids in his advanced mathematics classes were on the college track, he didn't share Mrs. Rusk's jaded attitude that the kids in her Careers class were destined for a future of manual labor. She claimed they used the period to catch up on sleep anyway. While he couldn't totally deny the assessment since Mrs. Rusk had left him in charge, he'd used the time to get to know the kids one on one, attempting to figure out their interests and encourage them to stretch themselves. 

The very first Careers class he'd substituted, he'd walked through the desks and woken up every kid slumped and only half-listening after lunch, saying, "Maybe you've learned otherwise from your parents or friend's parents, but life isn't about grinding through the days to make it to the weekend when you can blow your mind with alcohol or drugs, trying to forget your ordinary life. It's about finding out what you want, enjoying your life, loving your job. You've got the freedom to make choices about what's coming up next for you that don't mean you slide by, watching your own reality like you've got no say about where it's all going. It's about starting to build on your dreams, now, dreams that you can make reality if you've got enough determination. I'm here to help you do that. Every teacher and employee at this school is here for that purpose."

To that end, he'd gone off Mrs. Rusk's syllabus and contacted the parent of one of his more prodigious students, asking her to speak to his Careers class. Sixteen-year-old Laura Oligney's mom, Sloane, had been born blind, but she was an in-demand freelance computer programmer. With the technology coach and her tech team made up of students, Sloane had organized the school's LAN network. 

Laura talked about her mother often. She was one of the few-as-to-be-otherwise-singular students who actually got along with her parent (according to Laura, her father had never been in the picture beyond the initial donation to her existence) and even claimed that she told her mother everything. Laura was the whole package--an eager, go-getter with equal amounts of charm and genius, highly regarded by both students and teachers--and she'd become Chad's unofficial teaching assistant within the first few weeks of the school year starting. She'd been the one to suggest to Chad that she privately tutor some of the students struggling to comprehend his lessons. Chad had been offering private tutoring sessions to all his students since he'd come to work at Falcon's Bend High School, but he couldn't deny some kids did seem to work better with fellow students, especially Laura with her outgoing, affable personality.

A few weeks before, Laura had come into his classroom while he was talking to Isabelle Granville, a senior who'd had a sports-related accident a few years before that resulted in permanent blindness. Isabelle had previously been ambitious, a good student with unequalled competitiveness. In the years since, Isabelle had withdrawn, all but given up on going to college, on having a real career, of ever leaving her parents' house. Since he'd taken over Mrs. Rusk's Careers class, Chad had been encouraging Isabelle not to give in to despair despite the obstacles, drawing out her interests and relentlessly trying to get her to believe her life hadn't ended when she lost her sight. 

After Isabelle had left, agreeing to at least consider his perfectly realistic suggestions, Laura had urged him to contact her mother about speaking to his Careers class--specifically for Isabelle. She'd given him Sloane's email, and Chad had been excited because Isabelle had admitted to enjoying all her computer classes since this year's tech team had installed text-to-speech programs on her school laptop. 

Sloane had responded to his initial email with enthusiasm and they'd worked out a date. While email wasn't exactly a place to infer disposition, Chad had incongruously enjoyed the eager, informal back-and-forth, relaxed and fabulous correspondence they'd shared for the week they'd worked out details for the visit. Every response had him anxious and distracted until it arrived, and he'd derived almost as much pleasure crafting his own responses to her witty and captivating notes. He'd been sorry when there'd been nothing more to discuss once all was in place and the possibility of an email from Sloane was no longer forthcoming...until the one he'd been able to send earlier this week with a gentle reminder that'd felt more to Chad like a desperate plea for renewed attention than touching base.

This past weekend, he'd found himself smiling, goofy, considering all the "electronic conversations" they'd had. Unbelievable that he'd never actually met someone who occupied so many of his most pleasant thoughts since the very first time she'd emailed him back. He could barely wait to meet her for her Careers visit. Beyond that, it was still early in the school year and they'd yet to have a parent-teacher conference, but he'd realized how much he was looking forward to the first one in early November. Surely Sloane would come. Her daughter was one of the most popular, brightest students, and Sloane had already proven herself happy to get involved in Laura's school activities. 

Feeling like his thoughts were inappropriate, Chad had forced himself to get out of the house on Saturday. He'd ended up at Java & Jazz, not a place he often visited after an unfortunate and surreal event that'd happened only a few months after his divorce. Just his luck, he'd bumped into Michaela there and she'd sprung the let's-get-back-together trap on him literally out of nowhere. They hadn't seen each other in years. While he'd initially been flattered that she found him attractive enough to blurt out a crazy proposition he wasn't interested in, he'd only realized the source of his gratification after he'd (lied and) told her he'd think about it and fled the scene. In the relative safety of his car on the way home, he'd laughed his ass off--during which his face and neck became furnace conduits--when he wondered hopefully if Sloane would find him attractive.

Damn, I'm so rusty at physical attraction, it's hard to imagine I've ever had any relationships before, especially a lot of them. He'd gone from girlfriend to girlfriend as a popular, smart, athletic teenager; a party-crazed, intelligent-enough-to-get-bored-easily, (still) athletic college student; and, even after he'd settled down a little, he'd had no trouble attracting the opposite sex. But even he had to admit since he'd tied the knot and subsequently gotten divorced, he'd entered some bachelor's no-man's-land. That incident more than seven years ago, when he'd met a woman who could have easily become the love his life if not for the fact that she was brutally murdered barely a day after their hook-up had scarred him in a way no one else had probably even noticed because he'd buried the trauma deep inside himself, far from the light of day. He rarely thought about anything but the reproductive biological imperative that surprisingly reared its head less frequently with each passing year.

Every day of this week had increased his awareness that he would soon meet the woman behind the email, the woman who'd mothered one of his favorite students. In the back of his mind, though, was Michaela's proposal and his inability to know what the hell to even say to her. She'd texted him that morning, and he'd ignored that as well. Maybe she just wants convenient sex. That was always good between us, regardless of the disappointing rest of our relationship. Maybe I should take what I can get, get laid by an attractive woman and call it even. It's been years since I've so much as kissed a woman. And it's not like we have to fall in love again, if we ever shared that once upon a time. So why doesn't that "free milk" interest me even remotely?

Chad didn't experience so much as a twinge of victory that Michaela must be stunned at his silence. She'd always considered herself a catch, the kind of gorgeous woman any man would fall all over himself to have, even if just temporarily. That she'd had to text when he should have been jumping at her offer the second it was given would result in delayed punishment if he did choose to respond to her. From a strange sort of distance, he realized he had no intention of contacting her, not even to tell her he wasn't interested. He had zilch desire to hurt her, despite her cruel breakup more than seven years ago, and she'd undoubtedly be offended by anything he had to say in turning her down. Better to say nothing so she could preserve her dignity and find someone who could give her whatever the hell she was looking for. Did she even know?

Isabelle Granville's name drew his attention from the other side of the teacher's lounge, where he'd come for a last cup of coffee during lunch period. He got up and moved over to the school nurse talking to the secretary.

"What's going on with Isabelle?" he asked after politely interrupting the two women.

"Oh, I sent her home last period," Charlotte said. "Fever. Must be coming down with something, poor thing."

Chad murmured something, went back to the chair he'd been sitting in, got his briefcase and coffee and left the room on autopilot. He navigated himself to the Careers classroom on the opposite side of the school from the classroom he'd taught math in since he'd started working there. He went back-and-forth in his mind on how to handle the news that Isabelle wouldn't be here for Careers today--the very day he'd most wanted her to be present. Should he email Sloane, try to reschedule? Would she even get the email in time? He didn't have her phone number. Trying to get it from Laura would probably take too long. 

A cursory glance at his ultra-geek calculator watch told him there was no time for anything. Sloane would already be on her way here. The bell would ring in less than ten minutes. Even though he'd been looking forward to meeting her and having her talk to his students, the one person who would benefit the most from her career advice was absent. Could he ask Laura to come in a second time? While her work was freelance, she was booked solid and she'd had to do some rearranging and hoop-jumping to come in for today's hour-and-eighteen-minute class. To ask her to do it again within the time he had until Mrs. Rusk returned from maternity leave would be stretching his luck. 

Chad grimaced in frustration. If he left the situation to Mrs. Rusk, quite frankly he left the advantage to chance. While he wasn't one to speak ill of colleagues, he knew Rusk saw Careers class the same way the students did: A free, useless period for those who weren't on the college track and didn't have the ambition to do more than endure a bunch of random adults shuffling through to drone on about what they did for a living. Mrs. Rusk normally taught social studies but she'd agreed to also take on Careers long ago and no one could remember anyone else having ever taught it before her, despite that she was still young enough to have a baby and she was perfectly adequate at teaching her regular subject. She didn't care about the class any more than her students did...and it showed, or had until Chad had agreed a month ago to take it on temporarily.

Once inside the classroom, he quickly set up his laptop and emailed Sloane, not surprised when the minutes ticked by without a reply and students started to trickle in. Realizing he was just going to have to go through with this and appeal to Sloane's clear willingness to help out someone who faced similar obstacles she had herself, he got up and started mingling with the kids who entered the initially quiet classroom.

Chad considered it a victory that no one slouched in their desk from the time they sat down in it the way they had when he first started teaching the class. Even the kids who had no interest in the class, in learning period, and, quite frankly in being in school at all, seemed to be more willing to engage in semblances of conversation with him. The only one who resisted was Jeron Zabek, or JZ as he liked to be called (and Chad refused to), a senior who'd just barely gotten through to his last year of high school. At six-foot-one, the muscular eighteen-year-old already had a moustache and a police record for drugs, alcohol and vandalism. While his natural state was withdrawn and uncommunicative when not around his tough-guy-delinquent crowd, in the past few weeks, Chad had made some progress in getting him to open up. 

For someone who was eight months from graduating, Jeron seemed to have no direction in his life, and, not surprisingly, Chad believed that to be a direct result of his upbringing. His parents had divorced in his single digits. His dad was a deadbeat womanizer, and little more needed to be said on that. The mother had remarried after divorcing Jeron's father, had more children with the new husband who had about as much interest in Jeron as his own father appeared to. The times the school had tried to get hold of the biological father, he'd insisted Jeron's mom "took care of all that". Only if the school social worker insisted he come to the school to deal with Jeron would he appear. The man could be counted on not to say a single word the whole time he was on the premises. 

The mother had divorced the second husband after several years as well. She'd just remarried a third time a year ago, and, according to the school counselor, she was beleaguered with her own cares--her other children, her new relationship. She'd resigned herself to Jeron's bad behavior, convinced there was nothing she could do to help him beyond lecturing and insisting he wasn't doing his part at home, while silently looking forward to the day when he wasn't her problem anymore. Apparently, the legal system was all she envisioned in her oldest child's future.

"Everything all right, Jeron?" Chad asked him, noticing the larger young man's body language--rather than being his status quo of withdrawn and sullen, Jeron seemed restless, maybe even nervous. He was sitting up straight as an arrow in his tight desk, his hands folded into one huge fist. His dark, hooded eyes refused to meet Chad's.

Unfortunately, it was at that exact moment the guest he'd been looking forward to meeting materialized in the classroom. Chad briefly squeezed Jeron's thickly-muscled shoulder and moved toward the woman entering the room behind a large, salt-and-pepper German Shepherd on a leash. Instantly, every girl in the class flew from their seats with cries of adoration. 

Chad swallowed the sudden lump in his throat, recognizing his own nervousness at a meeting he'd been looking forward to with almost inappropriate eagerness for weeks. Sloane was a couple inches under his height of five-eight in barely heeled, straightforward black leather boots, wearing a quarter-sleeve, ribbed turtleneck sweater and jersey-knit cotton black pants that perfectly showed she took excellent care of herself. Slim without being too thin, it was obvious she wasn't a "fashion hound" (Laura's own words) like her daughter. She wore no discernable makeup on her peaches-and-cream complexion, nor a stitch of jewelry, nothing fancy. Her streaked blond hair was pulled into a deceptively sloppy twist at the back of her head with a plain, thick, black headband holding the mass back. She wore black sunglasses that completely covered her eyes, and, when several of the female students commented on how much they liked them, she acted completely natural about wearing them indoors on an early autumn day. 

The ease she displayed in interacting with the kids made Chad smile, hanging back while she introduced her guide dog, Stallion: "A name that, I know, should have given him a complex, but as you can tell, he's too humble and sweet to be intimidated."

Chad laughed out loud, and Sloane lifted her head a fraction as if she'd taken notice of him in the circle of giddy, giggly girls around her. A rush of excitement flooded him, forcing him to tamp it down. He had to talk to her before the class got underway.

Behind her, lurking in the doorway was another woman holding a set of car keys that jingled suddenly and made Sloane turn in that direction to say, "Mary, thanks for driving me. I'll see you at two-forty--is that right, Mr. Martin?"

Chad shifted so he could approach Sloane from her right side. "Call me Chad. If you don't mind, could I talk to you privately, Ms. Oligney?"

"Sure. And it's Sloane."

They'd agreed to first names in their emails, but he understood that venue seemed to dictate informality the way this one didn't assume. 

Very carefully, he put a hand on her forearm and gently steered her toward her driver Mary still standing in the classroom doorway. He turned back to tell the students to keep the noise to a minimum until they returned. 

"Everything all right?" Mary asked when Chad closed the classroom door behind them. A few students were still in the hall, rushing to classes in the mere minutes they had before the bell rang.

"I guess that's what I need to figure out. Unfortunately, Isabelle Granville was sent home with a fever before lunch, Sloane. I just found out, so the email I literally sent you six minutes ago couldn't have reached you in time. The rest of the class will benefit as much as Isabelle, but I was really hoping she could be here for your visit. She could really use some encouragement not to give up hope. But I know your schedule is packed and giving us your time today wasn't easy to accommodate." 

Sloane didn't appear stressed by the news. "I was hoping to talk to Isabelle myself. I don't mind coming back at another time when she can be here. We'll work it out."

"Thanks. You'll be a hit both times, even if the majority of students attending doesn't change," Chad said appreciatively, wondering self-consciously if he was gushing. He wasn't sure why, other than that Sloane smelled like sugared grapefruit, and he couldn't help being finitely aware to the point of giddiness of the scent beckoning him closer.

"So, should I come back at two-forty, Sloane?" Mary asked.

"That'd be great, Mary. Thanks. See you."

When the other woman walked away, Chad felt relief because he'd been convinced Mary could see his physical reaction to her employer and was judging him. Focused on Sloane, he uneasily brushed back the natural long curls his students sometimes compared to ramen noodles. He had little by way of a hairstyle, let alone concern about his hair, and he was frequently told by other teachers and staff that his hair was too long and "hippie". "Thanks again for agreeing to stay today and come back another time, Sloane...but I admit I'm hoping you can come back before October."

She grinned like he'd said something amusing. "Why October? Did Laura tell you about my Halloween sunglasses collection?"

Chad chuckled, unwinding a little in the presence of someone so easygoing that even his odd inability the last few years to be comfortable around most single women dissolved. Sloane was like her daughter--confident without being conceited, the way so many young women were these days in the age of "female self-empowerment", warm, funny, just a little off-beat. "No. She never mentioned it, but I may have to ask her about it now. I meant because I'm teaching the Careers class temporarily, just until Mrs. Rusk returns from maternity leave. I've heard she tends to be...well, unhappy...when substitute teachers try to change her set-in-stone curriculum." 

"Have you done that, Mr. Martin?" she asked in mock astonishment.

"Well, now, I admit I have, Ms. Oligney, and radically," Chad rumbled. "If possible, I'd like to keep that a secret as long as I can."

A smile unfurled in response, transforming Sloane's face into the most beautiful he'd ever seen. Chad was captivated by her flawless skin and unadorned mouth. "In the interest of providing my daughter's schoolmates with a quality education, I'll do my best to oblige your deception as soon as possible."

Feeling a little breathless, he chuckled again and could only be grateful she couldn't see the heat and color creeping up his neck past the collar of his shirt and "rock star" blazer, as Laura called it. "I appreciate it, Sloane. I really do, and I know all my students, and Isabelle especially, will benefit from the time you spend with them."

"No pressure now?"

They laughed as one.

"Not a problem," she said.

"Then I guess we should get in there."

"If you don't mind, I like to walk around a new room and get a feel for it, so if you'd be so kind as to be my escort?"

"Just tell me what to do," Chad said enthusiastically, reaching for the door and her arm.

"Stallion will keep me from crashing into anything, but I'd like to see the room through your eyes as you give me the tour."

The kids in the room were restless, mostly forming their little cliques outside their desks while the more withdrawn, lone wolves were sitting quietly in their desks. Chad walked around the tight space, giving Sloane the lay of the land, before the bell rang, he called the class to order, and everyone rushed to their seats. He introduced Sloane, mentioned that Isabelle had gone home with a fever, and that Sloane had already agreed to come back--something that was met with cheers he didn't try to quell. He opened the floor to Sloane, then went to sit behind his desk. 

Mrs. Rusk...Charlotte...had told him she generally worked during any class-time that featured a speaker, grading social study papers, facilitating only when she was required to. Chad had never done that. He treated the class like any other he taught, and he was actively engaged with the room. He noticed that most of the kids were avidly and enthusiastically engaged in Sloane's life of their own volition, asking interesting questions without being prompted, and he couldn't blame them. 

As Sloane told them her story of being born blind to parents who refused to let her view her condition as the means to live a life without dreams, direction or determination, Chad saw his own philosophy brought to life. She spoke in a laidback manner, coaxing easy laughter from a group he'd called grumpy out loud the first time he'd substituted for them. In ways, he couldn't help feeling as if he and Sloane were the only two in the room. She'd fallen in love with computers when she was in high school, programmed her first one when she was a sophomore, which entailed completely rewriting the code from scratch until it read text back to her, and she'd gone to college, intending to make a career of this love. Now she used text-to-speech programs with customized modifications, and she'd built a self-sustaining freelance career out designing computer programs from her home. She didn't have to do any marketing to garner jobs; word-of-mouth did that for her.

Chad glanced at Jeron, noticing again how restless he was--more so than usual. And something more. He looks like he's grappling with some inner turmoil just barely contained. Though he knew Jeron met with the school counselor at least once a week and Chad believed Violet cared deeply about the students she worked with (at times, Chad doubted the social worker, Patrick, harbored the same concern), he was also aware Jeron said little if nothing during those sessions. He hadn't gotten much further than the counselor in getting the boy to open up, but he'd made some headway. I'll get someone to cover my Focus class, contact Jeron's Focus teacher after Careers is over, and see if I can't get him to tell me what's bugging him today.

Chad didn't easily pass his Focus Period off to anyone else. The goal of Focus Period was to help students with their individual needs, like monitoring grades and dealing with homework they might be struggling with, and naturally it was a time to teach character-building concepts. He took Focus seriously and saw it as an opportunity to bond with students, though there were the occasional periods that were more like study hall with everyone focused on homework alone, so he could grade math papers. As much as possible, though, he tried to take time with every single person in his Focus classroom each school day. But he sensed whatever was bugging Jeron was critical and required some one-on-one time with someone who cared that the guy resembled little more than a time bomb about to go off in the middle of an otherwise oblivious atmosphere. 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

1:15 p.m.

 

Talk about a Catch-22. 

Amber Jensen found herself thinking about the conundrum every time her gaze strayed magnetically to her partner--and husband as of August 4th, a mere eight weeks ago--on the Falcon's Bend Police Department. Today was Warren's last day, and his retirement party around the time of the shift change at two p.m. would be attended by those on the force along with close relatives. His decision to retire was directly related to an in-the-line-of-duty injury a few years ago. Making that profound choice hadn't been easy for him. He was too protective of her by half, needlessly in her opinion, and unfortunately his seniority had influenced the chief, who'd put them on desk duty rather than allowing them to become involved in any more risky situations out in the field. 

But Warren knew best that she was going utterly stir-crazy from the monotony of paperwork and passive research and investigation. If her years on the football team in high school were any indication, she was a woman of action who didn't like sitting on the sidelines. She was tired of doing her job within the confines of the extremely cramped station, her ass all but glued to an office chair. She wanted to be back out in their patrol car again, doing real police work in the community they served.

And I'm getting that...at the expense of rising every morning and going our separate ways like most couples do. Spending time with Warren, as much as we do as partners, is what made me fall in love with him. I wanted to spend my off-duty time with him, too. And now we're gonna be apart all day for most of the week. Beyond that, a new patrol officer hasn't been hired yet to replace Warren, so I have no idea what I'm in for. I don't want to be paired with Rosch even for a single day. Death first! But what if whoever they hire is worse? Inconceivable, sure, but not impossible.

Rosch's partners on the force--and his dates for that matter--spoke frequently and colorfully about his foul mouth, lack of manners, poor eating choices that led to a patrol car becoming a rolling fortress that trapped the stink without adequate ventilation--two working windows notwithstanding. 

Warren caught her looking at him again, no doubt with an expression he could read as easily as most people read street signs. Inconspicuously, he reached over and clasped her fingers, squeezing lightly. Under his breath, he said, "Be glad you don't have to be the guest of honor."

He hadn't wanted a retirement party, but that was the thing with parties. Nobody cared if you wanted them or not. If someone was determined enough to throw you one, you were getting it, regardless of your feelings. Amber had forever hated being the focus of anything, even when she'd been a football player. She hadn't done that to get attention. She'd done it because she loved the game and she'd been good at it, as good as she was at being a police officer. I can be that again. I don't feel like I've been a cop since Warren realized he wasn't up to being out in the field anymore. So why am I so miserable?

Almost as if he didn't want to utter the words out loud, he said, "You know Cora's coming to this thing."

"Why?" Amber asked, flabbergasted that it'd never occurred to her the county coroner might put in an appearance. 

Amber had never really gotten along with the woman with a "superior" attitude about everything, but ever since her dad had hooked up with Cora, she'd outright hated the woman. Worse than that, when she and Warren announced their engagement years ago, Cora had decided to make it into a competition, one-upping every wedding detail Amber considered with something ten times as elaborate. For a while there, Cora had even suggested a duo-couple wedding. Rather than turn an event of a lifetime into a fiasco, Amber had hedged until she and Warren's engagement had stretched into years. 

Tired of the whole thing, and knowing she was hurting Warren with her inability to get along with her father's fiancee, the two of them had decided to fly off to Las Vegas and get married--nothing fancy, nothing memorable, as quietly as if they were sneaking around. They hadn't told anyone, though she suspected some of their closest friends had guessed. Luckily, they'd kept it a secret, and Amber and Warren had foregone any of the usual things that succeeded a marriage, like wearing wedding bands, changing her last name, and mingling everything they owned into joint possessions.

If Warren had been utterly fed up with the engagement debacle, the seven weeks since they eloped made all that seem mild. He wanted to tell people they were husband and wife, especially family and friends, but Amber couldn't get over her fear that they lived in such a small, cloistered town, it would only take one person talking out of turn to get back to her dad. And Zeke would be devastated if he found out she hadn't wanted his beloved fiancee anywhere near her wedding, even if it meant he wouldn't be there either. Warren had ruthlessly shamed her for seven very long weeks, the last five of which had been worse because, out of the blue, her dad had called her and told her he and Cora decided they'd waited long enough and they were getting married at City Hall. 

The impromptu ceremony had turned Amber's discomfort into a thermonuclear hot seat. Her dad had been asking her constantly since he and his blissfully happy wife returned from their honeymoon when she and Warren were going to get married, too. Every get-together with Zeke brought vexation, before, during and after. How often did she have to hear her husband say he couldn't feel sorry for her because she was bringing this on herself? As usual, she was having trouble blaming anyone but Cora.

Just before the early afternoon shift change, police officers, department staff, council members and those from City Hall and the local newspaper came in at various stages to wish Warren well in his retirement. The break room had been festooned with the appropriate party effects, Warren looked perpetually embarrassed, and Amber was searching for any reason at all to leave him to his party when her dad came in with Cora hanging on his arm like some oblivious prom queen. Almost shocking her, Amber felt Warren's arm go around her waist and he said with his mouth near her ear, his voice so low she could barely hear him, "Behave."

So she did. She hugged her dad, trying not to notice he glowed like a man in love as much as his unashamed words claimed he was, and endured Cora's air kisses she would rather have farted rudely into the next county. Warren's arm remained around her like a restraining device, and she recalled suddenly what he'd said to her just before they decided to elope. "If you're not gonna try to get along with her, you might as well tell him the truth. Tell him you're not a fan of his future wife."

She'd made a joke of his suggestion, but the truth was she didn't want to hurt her dad. They'd spent most of her childhood, after her parents' divorce, and her adult life estranged. He'd been in prison for a good part of that time, and only after he'd been paroled in Falcon's Bend had they reconciled. She didn't want to do anything to change the good relationship they now shared. 

He deserves to be happy. He's paid his dues, and I don't want him to be lonely. I'm glad he fell in love. But why couldn't it have been anyone else?

Not surprisingly, Cora ended up giving a very loud speech about loyal service, the rewards of serving the community and knowing one's limits, ending in a way that put all the focus on herself when she announced she would also be retiring at the beginning of the next year. Amber could barely keep herself from vomiting. Nothing could convince her to stand in the woman's selfish bull for another second. She slipped away as soon as humanly possible, hoping no one would notice. But she was barely out of the hall and into the police department proper when Warren caught up with her. 

Amber rolled her eyes, keeping her tone low. "Can you believe her? Everything always has to be all about her. She couldn't give you five minutes in the spotlight before she had to hog it all for herself."

"Guess you would know."

Startled, Amber swung to face him. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Probably because he knew she would start spitting like a cat on the defense soon, he drew her back into the copy room and closed the door behind them. "Amber, whether or not you ever like that woman, your dad's married to her now. I get the feeling that's not gonna change anytime soon either, even if it's what you want."

"I don't want that." 'Cause I know Dad would be miserable if he was separated from her. And I can't even stand to be in the same room with the woman.

"Don't you? It's not about what you want, honey. It's what your dad wants, and he wants her. So you have to find a way to get along with her. She's not going away. And, while we're on the subject, you need to tell him we're married."

Immediately, Amber felt her Whiny Winnie coming on. "But he'll be so hurt. He'll never forgive me for not inviting him. But how could I invite him and not her?"

"Exactly."

She sighed, deciding to turn it around on him. "Look, your parents don't like me and am I forcing them to like me? No."

"They do, too, like you."

"They loved Jen. They tolerate me."

"They love you," Warren insisted without blinking an eye. "You're the one who sees everything as a competition. You need to tell you dad. Stop stalling. You know the longer you wait, the worse it'll be."

He was right, and she wanted to be mad at him for it. But not today. This is his last day. My last day to sit at my desk and have him within reaching distance to stroke his beautiful black hair, to hear him talking to me all day long instead of just staying in touch on the phone or email, to hear him sound exasperated whenever I call him by his last name. 

"All right. But not tonight. Tonight's the football game." The two of them attended all the high school football games when they weren't working. They'd met at one when she was still in high school and he'd lost his first beloved wife to cancer at this very time of the year.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, easing her against him. "Okay. But this weekend. No more putting this off, baby."

She glared, sneered, grumbled, until he leaned forward and kissed her, his hands slipping under the heavy fall of her strawberry blond hair, and she stopped thinking anything but, This is his last day. Tomorrow everything will change. Damn Catch-22.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

2:35 p.m.

 

Following Sloane's presentation, Chad took the time when she was surrounded with students (the girls crying and hugging her) asking questions and petting Stallion to use the in-room telephone. He called a fellow teacher to cover his Focus class, then Jeron's Focus teacher. With those details settled, Chad hung back waiting for the group around Sloane to disperse. Only when the bell rang did the kids move back to desks, getting books, laptops and personal possessions before trickling out the door into the flooded halls. Without paying too much attention, he called to Jeron to hold on and wait until everyone was gone; that he wanted to talk to him.

While the bell continued doing its shrill imitation of a panic response (Chad had often wondered if it was supposed to drive fear into the hearts of late students; what else could something so extreme do other than that?) and the sound of a flurry of students converging in the halls rose, Chad put a hand on Sloane's arm, gently leading her toward the alcove of the teacher's desk, where it was slightly quieter. "Any way we can schedule your next visit soon, hopefully when Isabelle can join the class? I have my calendar for the next month here."

She pulled a cell-phone-sized object from her back pocket. "I have my electronic calendar right here."

"Great. Maybe I should get your cell phone number, too--I mean, in case we need to reschedule at the last minute again." The words sounded so strained, his intentions blaringly obvious and unseemly, he cringed. 

Sloane didn't appear to notice, her smile friendly and unsuspecting. "No problem."

Movement near the door drew Chad's gaze away from Sloane opening her organizer. Jeron was still in the classroom, as he'd asked him to be, but he was closing the door, thankfully drowning out the roar of sound beyond, and Chad heard a distinctive click that he dismissed immediately for what he would have normally guessed the sound indicated. Locked in. The door lock clicking... Nah.

Chad opened his mouth, intending to say something--no idea what--but his mind went completely blank in shock when Jeron turned around, a gun in his hand pointed right at them. Stallion barked, shooting to all four legs. Instinctively, Chad threw himself in front of Sloane, vaguely hearing her gasp of alarm, as he placed her between him, her dog, and the desk.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

2:40 p.m.

 

Sloane was reeling from Chad's out-of-nowhere violence, her mind racing as she tried to comprehend what was going on around her. She could feel Stallion's tension as easily as she could hear his low growls, indicating something dangerous. The room had become shockingly quiet. She expected Chad to offer some excuse for his behavior, but there were only two explanations: He was either being rude or protective, and she couldn't get herself to believe the first option. The man she'd been conversing with for the past few weeks...emails she looked forward to more than was strictly appropriate and had set to alert her with a distinct sound whenever they came in...didn't have a rude bone in his body. She couldn't be talked into believing that. He was kind, witty, caring, charming and intelligent--everything Laura loved in her favorite teacher of the year, early as it was to decide that. And I really have to stop reading into all this. Especially now. What in the world is going on?

Holding her breath, she braced herself against the desk holding her electronic organizer too tightly, unsure whether she should try to turn around, feel around with her cane to get herself oriented to the room again. For some reason, moving a muscle felt wrong. Dangerous.

Finally, Chad spoke, and his tone was soft and reassuring, without an ounce of accusation or anger. "Jeron, listen to me. We can talk. You don't want to do this. You're already on probation--"

Sloane's entire body went rigid at these words. There was someone in the room with them, a student presumably, and one with a criminal record. She recalled hearing what sounded like a door locking just after the noise in the halls had decreased. Had the student, Jeron (do I know a Jeron? seems familiar somehow; has Laura talked about anyone with that name? she has so many friends, male and female, I can't keep track) locked the door? Why? And what was happening that made Chad speak in a tone that implied he was trying to talk the kid down? From doing what?

Because she couldn't stand still a moment longer, not without know what was going on, she turned, starting to speak, but then she felt a large, firm, warm and strong hand cover hers. She recognized the feel of it from when she'd first arrived and Chad had put it on her bare forearm to steer her out to the hall, where Mary was waiting. She reacted now the way she had then--her body felt restless, mindlessly wanting to draw closer to the warmth of the man the appendage was connected to. Closer to the scent of his heady cologne and, most of all, closer to that voice she'd realized instantly fit inside an empty place in her chest she hadn't realized was hollow before hearing it. The sound was soothing, low and deep, rumbling and raising all the hairs on her body at once. Sexy. Exactly the voice I imagined he'd have in his emails my computer read to me in a basic male voice. I wonder why I never asked Laura how old he is. But then I know exactly why I didn't. Laura would read into it, though I've never shown an interest in a man before, so why should she expect me to now?

Sloane went still in quiet, and she sensed Chad turning back to the student while he continued blocking her protectively. He spoke, his voice again quiet and pacifying. "Jeron, trust me, you don't wanna do this. Why don't we let Ms. Oligney leave and then we can talk about this? I've already called your Focus teacher and rearranged my own Focus class so we could have time--"

Overriding Chad's mollifying voice, another male voice spoke, loud and enraged so Sloane's entire body tensed more and she felt Stallion do the same. Without moving more than few inches, she put her hand on her dog's head and he relaxed a fraction.

"No. She ain't leavin'. It's her fault. It's all her fault. And she's gonna answer for it now. She's not leavin' 'til she does."

The furious words didn't seem to fit the situation at all. What was this student talking about? Was she the one he meant? But how? Why? She didn't know him, did she? Even if she did, what was he talking about? What did he believe she'd done and needed to answer for? "Jeron?" Sloane asked. "I remember my daughter Laura mentioned someone she was tutoring, a senior, in math..." A senior who was flunking.

"JZ. Jeron Zabek," Chad said. "Jeron calls himself JZ."

"Oh, that all she said? That all you know? All you can remember?" the boy spit in a tone that could have scorched the paint off a car. Sloane cringed in shock at the clear depth of his anger. "I think you remember more than that, bitch. You're the one that told her I'm worthless, no good, f@#n' waste of her time."

Sloane found herself gasping at the language and intent. "I...I don't know--"

"Jeron, I'm gonna ask you to put that gun down right now. We can talk. We don't need that."

Gun? The student was holding a gun? On them? On her? Mary would be here in a moment so someone would figure out what was going on soon... But he'd locked the classroom door. Locked them in. A low moan escaped Sloane. What was happening? This didn't feel real, and the unfamiliar room added to the panic that slid inside the dark world she lived in 24/7. Her breathing stilted, she tried to orient herself. She knew the desk was right behind her, on the opposite side of the room from the door...

"Jeron, I don't know what you're thinking here. But I'm begging you to consider the rest of your life. Don't do this. Don't throw it all away. We talked about this. You're giving up because you believe everyone else has given up on you. But I haven't. You're better than this."

"Consider the rest of my life, old man?" Jeron snorted, a cruel laugh making the hair on the back of Sloane's neck stand up straight. "I'm f@#d anyway. And...s@#t...without Laura...to hell with it. But not before I make her pay for ruinin' everything."

Dear God, the anger emanating from this kid was enough to make Sloane feel dizzy. Her heart thudded painfully in her tight chest. She started to grip the desk behind her, but somehow she found herself going in the other direction without thinking. She moved closer to Chad, close enough she could put her cheek on his back, the wool of his blazer soft and a little scratchy. He reacted with a subtle shifting against her as well, almost as if he was making sure the shield he was providing with his muscular body a few inches taller and wider than hers completely blocked her from harm. Stallion pressed against her leg, all but hemming her in so there was a protective wall in front of her from head to toe. Yet the terror she felt didn't lessen. She was breathing irregularly, far too fast and she couldn't seem to help it.

"Maybe you could explain why you're doing this, Jeron? So I can understand?"

He's deliberately not inciting Jeron by implying I don't know what this is about, though I don't have the slightest clue. Laura honestly never mentioned anything beyond that she would be late some days, that she was tutoring "JZ" after school. She never said a personal thing about him beyond that he needed help with math because he was flunking and needed this to graduate. Her mathematical skills are so far advanced, it only makes sense she's tutoring even those much older than her. Obviously, he fell in love with her--easy to do. She's a beautiful, smart, winning creature. But she's only sixteen, in tenth grade, so what does this guy think he's doing? 

Sloane's protective thoughts for her daughter gave her the strength enough to stop hyperventilating. Yet she didn't let go of the back of Chad's jacket even when she realized she must have clutched it at some point in her panic. 

"She already knows! She f@#n' told Laura she couldn't see me anymore. That I ain't worth her time 'cause I don't got any interest in college."  

"Sloane?" Chad started. "Do you know what Jeron's talking about? Were you aware Laura was seeing him?"

"I'm sorry but Laura never told me anything about you, Jeron, other than she was tutoring some senior named JZ who was flunking math. Laura is only sixteen. I don't forbid her from dating, but she's chosen of her own volition to focus on her education. Beyond that, she never mentioned anything. I'm sorry you were hurt, Jeron, but I really don't know what you're talking about."

An explosion of violence that made Sloane cry out and grasp Chad tighter to her came on the words, "Now you don't know me, bitch? F@#k that!" 

She could only guess Jeron was knocking things off shelves or desks, tipping things over, and the sounds were horrible, like mini gunshots. She was trembling violently, even as she realized what must have happened. Laura had realized Jeron had feelings for her--ones she didn't return--and she'd used Sloane as a convenient excuse to tell him she couldn't date him. It wasn't the first time her daughter had done something like it, despite Sloane's lectures that she needed to be honest. Hurt feelings were regretful, but she had to learn how to deal with those someday instead of avoiding them at any cost.

Sloane and Laura had the kind of relationship she knew most mothers were envious of to the extreme. They were close and had never gone through that inevitable stage where they were at odds with each other about everything. Maybe because it'd always been just the two of them, they'd bypassed that nasty situation altogether. They told each other everything. Almost everything.

The fact was, though, she and her daughter were complete opposites. Laura fell in love often and easily, and the rush literally never lasted. She'd realized the truth about herself from the beginning. Within a week of a new relationship, she came to her senses and that tended to amount a trail of broken hearts that devastated Laura. Lying was the easiest way to soothe those hurt feelings and avoid any difficulty.

Sloane had had one serious relationship in her entire life--about seventeen years before, Sloane's father, someone she'd fallen for the very first time they'd met. The relationship had been impulsive and swift, all heart and no head involved. Once he'd found out she was pregnant, he'd faced facts. To be with her, he would have to live almost as if he was blind himself. His whole life would need to be carefully planned out down to where to place the furniture in every single room of their house, laying out a concise dinner table setting for her for each meal. Hell, to go for a walk would require so much from him. So he'd turned his back on her, end of story, proving what Sloane would never forget as a result: Love at first sight was an illusion, a romantic notion. To fall in love fast and from the first meeting wasn't to be trusted. Unfortunately, Laura couldn't be convinced to see that truth. 

"She might've loved me if you'd given her a chance!" Jeron screamed.

"Calm down, Jeron."

Another bell rang, long and shrill, warning students they had to be in their classrooms instantly or face the repercussions. 

A knock on the door that sounded like it'd been going on for a while and become louder over the bell stalled everything inside the room. Mary! 

"Sloane, are you in there?" Mary called.

Sloane opened her mouth to scream, but then Jeron muttered (sounding so much closer, Sloane huddled against Chad again), "Quiet. Both of you."

Stallion instantly reacted to the familiar voice outside the door and barked loudly.

Jeron swore and the knocking on the door came again with Mary calling for her. There was a sound like a tugging and twisting on a doorknob between the knocking and calling. Silence followed for a long, drawn-out moment or two, and then they heard the click of heels walking away, loud in the quiet of halls empty of students. 

Mary won't just leave without me. Never. Who else would drive me? It's not like I'd catch a ride with someone else. She'll go to the school office, try to find out what's going on, why I didn't answer when she called and Stallion barked. Where Stallion is, I'm never far away. So she has to know something's wrong.

Chad spoke carefully: "Sooner or later, someone's gonna figure out what's going on, Jeron, and I can't protect you. Not if you don't do the right thing now."

Silence descended again, making Sloane feel half crazy as she tried to imagine what was going on. There was no sound at all, of movement or anything else. Jeron didn't respond and Chad simply waited for him, too, maybe picking up on his mood based on what he was seeing.

A squawking sound, the room intercom, came a minute later with a female voice.  Sloane recognized it. The secretary in the office when she'd gone in earlier asking where Mr. Martin's Careers class was.

"Mr. Martin?"

Something had to be happening that Sloane couldn't see. Jeron was probably warning them to keep quiet without a word, waving around the gun or something. The secretary tried again, but, when there was no response, the intercom gave another staticky burst.

"What do you want me to do here, Jeron? Because this is only gonna get worse for you."

"Just be quiet."

The phone that must have been on the desk behind her rang shrilly and caused Sloane to jump like a startled cat. Her nails dug into Chad's side beneath his jacket. To his credit, he didn't even flinch. 

"Jeron, I'm gonna answer this. If I don't, somebody's gonna come and break down that door. Then what?"

Another pause was followed by Chad's body turning in a tight circle, keeping her shielded, only now he was facing her, drawing her against him so there was no space at all between them, into the alcove of his arms, against his chest. Sloane stopped breathing, stunned that she could feel anything but absolute terror. In conflict with that very emotion, she'd also never felt so warm, so protected, so needy when his mouth brushed the band over the shell of her ear and he whispered, "Hold on, Sloane. We're gonna get out of this. I won't let anything happen to you. Trust me."

And she did. Inexplicably.

Then he was reaching past her. She heard him pick up the phone, abruptly cutting off the harsh trill, and he said, "We've got a problem with a student, Jean. You better call the police. Tell them not to do anything rash. There are hostages here and it could get ugly."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

2:50 p.m.

 

Amber was about ready to roll up her eyes and let out a frustrated sigh of boredom when Dispatch broke the monotony of her desk confinement. Even as she mentally bemoaned that this was her last day with her partner, she wasn't sure she could take another second of the tediousness. At the moment, she would have done anything to handle a welfare check or just tool down Main Street in the patrol car with the windows down, listening to the sounds of ordinary life going on around them.

"Just got a call from Falcon's Bend High," Tammy told them while the patrol sergeant Jeff Chopp joined their group. "Student is holding a teacher, a guest and her dog in a classroom. They've verified the only student not where he's supposed to be is Jeron Zabek. He's on probation and he's got a juvie record. Drugs, drinking and vandalism. Teacher is Chad Martin, math. Guest speaker is for Careers class, the mother of one the other students, Sloane Oligney, and her guide dog. She's blind. Kid's holding them hostage in the classroom."

"Does he have a gun?"

"No confirmation at this point, but it's assumed. The teacher answered a phone call to the classroom from the secretary and he told her to call the police, but not to do anything 'rash' because the situation could get ugly fast."

Amber was on her feet, pulling on her jacket, refusing to let this welcome activity pass her by. It was Warren's last day. He could handle this, and besides Chopp would come along. They'd call in other teams, if the situation proved dangerous when they were on site. "Let's go." She turned to Tammy. "Find out more about the kid Jeron and the mother. That name Oligney sounds familiar."

"Her daughter's in the paper a lot. Laura, I think her name is," Chopp said. "She's a high achiever. Honor roll. Extracurricular stuff."

"Yeah. I bet that's why it's familiar. Anyway, send it our way ASAP."

Moments later in the parking lot, she got behind the steering wheel of a patrol car, feeling like the world had purpose again with the act. They'd barely gone a few blocks before Tammy sent through information on their laptop. Warren read it. "Jeron Zebak, crimes aren't too serious, but enough to have him on probation at the school. He sees his social worker once a week there. Definitely on track for future offender though. Bad home life, sounds like. Doesn't care about school. No direction in life. Always a bad combo."

"What about the mom trapped in the classroom with him and the teacher?"

"Blind from birth. No record. Freelance computer programmer. Single parent to a sixteen-year-old who's top of her class, involved in...looks like everything. She's cute, probably popular. Cheerleader, band, clubs. A lot of math stuff."

"And that brings us to the teacher."

"Chad Martin. Looks like he was brought in for a case almost ten years ago--murder of Lonnie Bronwyn's daughter. Yeah, I remember this one. Lambert was still my partner then. Martin was innocent, poor bastard in the wrong place at the wrong time. Seem to remember...and this is weirdly coincidental...a blind woman killed Lonnie's daughter."

Amber turned to look at him from the street. "Any connection?"

"No, the killer was Lonnie's wife. She'd been institutionalized after a car accident while she was pregnant, and that's where she lost her sight. Woman was insane, murdered her own daughter. I'll tell you about that creepy case later. Martin's got a hell of good rep. Won awards for being a teacher. Everyone we talked to about him back then had nothing but good to say about him, even his ex-wife."

"So the poor guys in the wrong place at the wrong time again?" Amber offered softly.

"Sounds like it. Or else the kid Jeron's got a beef against the teacher and somehow the woman and her guide dog got stuck in the middle of it."

"Or maybe it's got something to do with the cute, smart cheerleader daughter. Not out of the realm of possibility this bad boy fell in love with her and maybe the mom told him no way was he going out with her daughter and he decided to make her regret that."

"Guess we're gonna find out," Warren said as she pulled into the parking lot at the front entrance of the high school. Chopp parked a little farther down from her space. 

School security was waiting to let them in and lead them to the office filled with staff including the principal, secretary, counselor and social worker. Ben Assop, principal, told them Jeron hadn't been marked absent because Mr. Martin had called Jeron's Focus teacher just before last block to say he wanted to talk to the boy. Martin had also arranged for another teacher to sub for his own Focus class. 

"So how'd you figure out what was going on?" Amber asked.

Assop glanced at the woman standing nearby, looking fidgety and worried. "I'm Mary Clark. I'm Sloane Oligney's driver. She was asked to speak to the Careers class today. I dropped her off at about 1:15 and I was supposed to pick her up at 2:45 or so. But when I got here, I knocked on the classroom door and no one responded. The bell rang and I thought maybe no one had heard over it, so I knocked louder and then I heard Sloane's dog bark. I knew she had to be in the classroom, but for some reason she wouldn't answer and the door was locked when I tried it. So I went to the office to find out what was going on."

The secretary, Jean Scrivener, continued, "I used the intercom in the room but received no answer. Then I called, and Mr. Martin picked up after a long time. He told us they were being held hostage. I immediately talked to the principal."

Assop nodded, taking up the tale. "I called the police and then gathered Pat and Violet, since they've counseled Jeron for many years. We tried to talk to Jeron through the door."

"He told us to go away," Pat, the social worker, told them.

Violet held up her cell phone. "All the classroom doors have glass in them, though most of those panes are covered with some kind of poster or announcements. But I got this picture."

Amber took the phone and zoomed in to the picture the school counselor had taken in a glimpse of the classroom beyond, through what wasn't covered of the window by a poster. There was a very tall, muscular guy who appeared at least eighteen standing off to the side of the door, half-turned so the picture-taker could get a snap showing the kid holding something that looked a lot like a gun. Zooming in only made the exact identification fuzzy. "That's Jeron?" Amber verified. "You're sure?"

Just about everyone on school staff in the office nodded definitively.

"Okay." Amber turned to Chopp. "Get more officers here and round up the school bus drivers; get the buses on site immediately. But quietly. Have them park on the opposite side of the building from where that classroom is. We need to evac the school ASAP." He nodded, already walking away to make the calls. She faced the secretary. "I want the hostage's daughter brought to the office." Jean moved away around the front desk to her own behind it. Amber addressed the principal now. "Is there a room we can use to strategize? We need to talk to the social worker and counselor first, get a profile on this kid holding hostages, and later, the daughter when she's brought to the office."

"Of course." 

The principal led the way out of the office and down the hall to a room labeled the teacher's lounge, which was roomy with a few tables near the microwave, fridge and vending machines, along with individual chairs and sofas strewn around. Amber nodded to dismiss him, wanting privacy with the counselor and social worker, with the words: "We'll need blueprints of the building. I want to verify exactly where this classroom is and what we're dealing with. Beyond that, we need to dismiss school early. As soon as the other officers arrive, they'll escort all the students and staff to the buses. We need the bare minimum, so everyone else needs to leave the premises. Right now, you should contact the teachers and let them know in as low-key a way as possible what's going on and that they need to make sure everybody stays calm while we coordinate the evacuation."

Once the principal left to comply with her requests, the conversation with the social worker and counselor that followed was illuminating only in that Amber felt like she and Warren were viewing a poor example of a good cop-bad cop situation. The social worker obviously had no love for Jeron nor much of anything good to say about him, while the counselor revealed her compassion in the things she spoke of about Jeron's unstable home life and his subsequent criminal activities.

A tap on the door made Amber get to her feet. She opened to the secretary and a student that had to be Laura Oligney, an adorable girl who didn't look any older than her sixteen years. She had white-blond hair in a choppy, side-part over the left eye, anime style, that only a teenage girl could pull off. Her skin was very white and smooth, which contrasted with the extremely black, bold eye makeup. Amber didn't need to be told she was Miss Popularity. Everything about the girl screamed it, from her fashionable clothes to her uncertain yet quick smile hinting at the fact that she didn't expect anything bad to be happening, despite her clear realization that Amber and Warren were police officers.

"What's going on?"

"Laura? I'm Officer Amber Carfi and this is Warren Jensen. We'd like to ask you some questions about Jeron Zebak."

"JZ? Sure. He's not in trouble, is he?"

"Why don't you sit down, Laura?" Amber suggested, leading the way and pulling out a chair for her. After she sat down in a kind of bounce, Amber sat across from her.

"Are you and Jeron...JZ...friends?"

"Sure. Yeah. I tutor him in math. I started almost at the start of this year. Mr. Martin mentioned he's having trouble, and I'm really good at math."

"Jeron's a senior. You're a sophomore."

"I am really good at math," Laura gushed without actual conceit. "Mr. Martin thought me tutoring him was a good idea because he'd tried to tutor him and, well, JZ resisted. He doesn't really like school. Homework. Any of it."

"Did Mr. Martin suggest you should tutor Jeron because you're a girl and he thought Jeron might respond to your tutoring better?"

"No! Of course not! The whole thing was my idea. I suggested it, and Mr. Martin said, if I felt comfortable doing it, he'd make sure we had time and class space during or after school on Mondays so I could tutor Jeron. Mr. Martin was always in the classroom next door and he checked on us often. You know, just in case. But JZ's a teddy bear. He would never hurt me."

"You said you're friends with Jeron. Is that all, Laura?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, does he like you? Did he ever ask you out?"

Laura took a deep breath, then nodded her head, twisting her tiny, heart-shaped mouth to the side as if she couldn't decide whether or not to spill the truth. "Yeah. Actually, he did just ask me out Monday afternoon, while I was tutoring him. He made me...uncomfortable...sometimes."

"Why's that?"

Laura shrugged. "He's always flirting with me, telling me how cute he thinks I am, that he wants to see me outside of school. You know how it is. It was hard to get him to do his math homework a lot."

"Did he ever do anything inappropriate?"

"You mean like cop a feel or kiss me?" Laura shook her head. "No, never that."

"Did you flirt back?"

For a long minute, Laura looked extremely uncomfortable. Amber knew the answer. She could tell Laura was the type of girl who was just charming to everyone. She flirted without fully realizing she was, and it was probably something she did with guys and girls. The slight but curvy teenager shrugged, flashing another careless smile. "Sure, but...not seriously. We were just having fun. But then he went and ruined it on Monday, and I haven't seen or talked to him since."
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