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            Dedication

          

          TO MY STUDENTS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Whether I met you during my student teaching in Iowa, or during my tenure working in comprehensive secondary schools, continuation, opportunity, or independent study schools…

        I’ve learned more from you about being a good human being than I ever could have taught you.

      

      

      

      
        
        Muchas gracias mis estudiantes.

        Los llevare en mi corazón.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Wrong

      March

      

      “Today feels wrong.”

      My principal, Geri Scott, and I were standing out in front of the school greeting kids as they walked in. She turned to acknowledge my statement, and I could tell by her grim countenance that she felt it, too. It was a March morning, chilly and unusually clear. It just felt off. When working at an alternative high school, an off-putting feeling can be really bad news. I’d been doing this work long enough that I knew instinctively that vibes like this were to be taken seriously.

      My name is Leah Mariana Trujillo Roberts, and I love being a teacher. Love it. For real. Teaching is my life, my calling, my soul’s desire, and for the past seven years I’ve gone to work every day anticipating a new adventure. I especially love the scariest kids with the most aggravating attitudes. The bigger the challenge the kid is perceived to be, the more I embrace them.

      Mi mama instilled in me from the time I was her pequeña peleadora—her little fighter—that we are put on this Earth to make it a better place, and I’ve wanted to do all I can to help my students help themselves grow and be something they only dreamed they could achieve. I teach English from mi corazón and try to show all of my students how important it is to expand their horizons, to see that there is so much more waiting for them outside of our town, especially in the barrio, Del Norte. Drugs, violence, teen pregnancy, and gangs are la vida around here. I want more for my kids.

      On this particular morning, I surveyed the hills behind the school, and even the deer we watched graze each morning were noticeably absent. I didn’t like it. There was no breeze and the air was suffocatingly still. Mama used to call this “earthquake weather,” which was fitting, although I wasn’t worried about a natural disaster at this point.

      “It’s March, Leah. If anything’s going to go wrong, this is the time for it. The kids are antsy, the weather is fickle, and it’s still two more weeks until spring break. We’re sitting ducks here.”

      I didn’t like that Geri felt the same way I did. She and I stood outside the gates saying good morning to the students every day. It was a ritual that benefited us all equally. They felt welcomed and cared for, we got to see which kids maybe needed a little more support or reassurance, and we were able to further build relationships with our sometimes broken children.

      The kids dragged themselves up the walk, muttered hellos, and gripped their Starbucks cups like lifelines. I got a few hugs from my favorite students, so did Geri, and I found myself praying that none of my babies would be harmed.

      We made it into class with no issues, gracias a Dios, however, most of the students were barely awake. The first two periods went by without a hitch. By third period, they were lively and ready to make me work for my money.

      “Okay, folks. I’m going to pass out copies of our next book we’ll be reading. It’s a collection of short stories that I think you guys will be able to relate to, yes?”

      The kids picked up their paperbacks and collectively frowned at the title.

      “Ms. Roberts, do we really have to read this stupid book?” Angel asked. Several students joined in with his complaints, which was usually the case.

      I almost tripped over one student who was spilling out of the confines of his sleigh desk. Angel’s legs were sprawled out in the center aisle of my tiny room. At 6’4” and well over 250lbs, Angel Dominguez was notorious for being involved in gang activities, but in my classroom, he was like a huge stuffed teddy bear. He was always respectful to me, but he often pushed the boundaries of that respect by acting like a petulant child.

      “Angel, I promise. This book is not stupid. I think you’ll see some parallels between life in Union City and life on the Spokane Reservation. Just because people don’t live in your barrio doesn’t mean that they don’t experience similar hardships. In fact, for some of you, this collection of short stories will hit a little close to home, and I hope we can talk about that.”

      I loved teaching The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, by Sherman Alexie. They were such great stories, and the kids often felt afterwards as though maybe they weren’t so alone in this world, and that others had gone through similar trials and tribulations.

      The bell rang for break and my oversized babies poured out of my classroom onto the broad, sunny walkway between buildings. Our campus was rectangular-shaped, with classrooms on the outsides and down the middle. The buildings were situated to utilize the sun’s natural lighting and solar panels topped each roof. The sun always shined brightly on the stark pavement. It was aesthetically beautiful, but sunglasses came in handy for sure.

      I was also glad for my school hoodie this morning, as it was still chilly, even though the sun was out. I was looking forward to warmer days when I could pull out my capris and sandals, but for now, jeans and Nikes would have to suffice. I took up a watch spot at the end of the walkway outside the Science classroom and listened with a smile as two of my favorite girls came walking up.

      “You should have seen them, girl! They were hella stupid! All slappin’ each other and pullin’ hair, just like little girls! I laughed hella hard.”

      Maria and Elena were fight junkies. They hung out at the local movie theater on the weekends to watch other kids fight. A large number of fight videos on YouTube were probably filmed by them.

      “Don’t you girls have anything more productive to do on weekends than watch fights? Aren’t there any girls or guys around who are worth your time?” We had this conversation at least once a week and it always went the same.

      “Ms. Roberts, they’re all drama queens or broke-ass little boys who just want to play with their homies or mooch off girls dumb enough to put up with them. I work hard for my money and I ain’t about to waste it on no pendejo.”

      I loved Maria’s outlook. She reminded me of myself at seventeen. Too busy trying to make something of myself to deal with drama. It still rang true for the most part, although I did allow myself to play occasionally.

      I asked the girls how they liked their jobs. A recruiter for a local juice bar came to our job fair and hired them on the spot with the glowing recommendations I’d written for them. These girls had both come to our program last year, behind in credits and with huge chips on their shoulders. Now they were taking care of business with their credits and both were on the honor roll, an accomplishment neither of them had ever dreamed of achieving previously. They still had attitudes, for sure, but they used them to their advantage now, and not for self-destructive purposes.

      “Great, Ms. Roberts,” Elena said with a proud smile. “I’m going to train to be an assistant manager this summer!”

      I gave her a hug and congratulated her.

      “It may not seem like the most exciting job now, but eventually your experience will help you get a job you really love.” They thanked me and waved as the bell rang, signaling the end of break.

      I was just taking a deep breath when I heard shouts from inside the Science classroom.

      I dashed in, followed closely by our campus monitor, and found two large boys entwined in a hateful, rage-filled embrace. Micah Wallace was bleeding from his mouth and throwing punches into Sam Tran’s midsection. Sam grabbed Micah’s locs, trying to pull him away, and then socked him in the face again.

      Micah was growling, angry tears poured down his face, and Sam spoke through a clenched jaw. “Back the fuck off me, man. Back off! I’m gonna fucking hurt you.”

      Tom, our campus monitor and one of my dear friends, got a hold of Sam and was able to get him to disentangle from Micah’s hair. I got in front of Micah and talked to him in a low voice with my hands on his waist. He towered over me and, at this point, was still straining to get at Sam, but I felt him start to relax infinitesimally under my hands.

      “Micah, sweetie, come on. Come with me to the counselor’s office so we can get you cleaned up. You need to let this go now.”

      A few more deep breaths and he looked down at me with pain in his eyes. He nodded and let me guide him out of the room with an arm around his waist. Tom led Sam out the back door and down the opposite hallway to the front office to avoid further contact.

      I walked Micah to the counselor’s office and asked the counselor, Abra Mora, if I could have a moment with him. She told me she’d cover my class for me until I could get back, so I thanked her.

      I’d known Micah since he was a 6th grader. I was a student teacher at the middle school and we’d hit it off really well. Micah’s father wasn’t in the picture and his mother suffered from respiratory illness. Micah spent many mornings wondering if his mother was going to actually wake up. He’d shed tears in my classroom after school, and in the mornings he would come see me for a granola bar to get him through his classes until he could get his free lunch.

      “Micah, what on earth got you so upset that you’d risk your spot here?” Our school had a strict no-violence policy. Micah was looking at expulsion if we couldn’t figure out a way to fix this situation.

      “Ms. Roberts, I’m so sorry,” he said, wincing as he felt the damage done to his lip. I went into Abra’s fridge and got out an ice pack for him. “I know I shouldn’t have let him get to me, but he was talking hella shit about Jasmine.”

      Jasmine Valencia, the reigning queen on campus, had been Micah’s main squeeze until last week, when she’d shown up at school on the arm of Sam. The two boys had been close friends until Sam broke the bro code by snatching up Micah’s girl. Unfortunately, Micah had fallen desperately in love with Jasmine and took her betrayal really hard. He was such a sensitive kid, which made him prone to overreactions.

      “I know it’s hard. I know you really cared about her, Micah. But you can’t let this ruin your life. You just can’t. You’ve worked too hard to let that little girl screw up your future.”

      I’d gotten Micah an internship with a local tattoo artist. At eighteen, he was already a celebrated artist in our community. I had his drawings up in my classroom, and he was even designing a mural for the side of the gym.

      “I know, Ms. Roberts. I just can’t believe she left me for him, my brother, you know? He and I have been through it. He was there for me when my mom was in the hospital. I fucking lived at his house! He’s got everything. Why did he have to take her?”

      He was crying again, so I stood next to him and let him lean his head against my side. I brushed back his hair, angry when clumps of his locs came out in my hand. Sam had really hurt him, but I know Micah would have kept fighting, as angry as he was, if we hadn’t stepped in.

      Geri came in then, and her look of disappointment told me Micah was really in trouble. I knew her hands were tied.

      “Mr. Wallace, you want to tell me what happened?”

      Micah hung his head between his hands. “Mrs. Scott, I apologize. I know better than to let him egg me on. I just lost it. It won’t happen again.” The pleading in his voice broke something in me. I felt sick thinking of what might happen to him.

      “I appreciate your apology, but you’ve violated policy and I have no choice but to put you up before the board. I am going to recommend suspended expulsion, however, because you’ve never broken even a single rule here, if I get it approved, you’ll be put on Independent Study with Mrs. Lasson.”

      Micah nodded, his spirit gone. “I understand. I’m really sorry. I understand if I can’t come back.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “Have faith, Micah. Mrs. Scott will work it out so you can stay with us. I’ll help you with your work however I can, okay?”

      He tried to smile but his mouth was a mess. I frowned when I noticed he was still bleeding. “Mrs. Scott, I think he needs medical attention. The bleeding hasn’t stopped.”

      “Is there someone who can take you to the hospital?”

      “My brother can come get me.”

      She left us to make arrangements. Micah dialed his older brother, Sheldon, and I overheard shouting coming from the other end of the line. I walked Micah outside fifteen minutes later when we heard his brother pull into the parking lot in his obnoxiously loud muscle car.

      “You going to be okay, Micah?”

      He gave me a hug and sighed. “Thanks, Ms. Roberts.”

      He started to pull away, turning toward his brother’s car…and the next few seconds changed my life forever.
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      Closet

      May

      

      “Pinche sun,” I growled as the piercing light stabbed my retinas repeatedly through a crack in the drapes. The empty Jack bottle tumbled to the rug with a thud as I shifted to get out of the light. My shoulder throbbed as I rolled over and the pain in my head made it near impossible to sit up. The phone ringing from my bedside table screamed in my ear and I scrambled to pick it up.

      “What?” I slurred into the phone and fumbled around for the light.

      “Leah, it’s Mama. I want to come over and see you today.”

      I rolled my eyes, which hurt like a bitch. “Mama, it’s not a good time. I just⁠—”

      “You haven’t left your apartment in weeks. You tell me every time I call that it’s not a good time. I’m coming over in an hour. That should give you time to clean yourself up.”

      I hated hearing the disappointment in her voice, but she had every right to be disappointed. Ever since the incident, I’d been hiding out in my apartment, only going out to buy more of my booze du jour. The past couple of days, Jack Daniel’s and I had been cozy. Last week it was José Cuervo, and before that, Captain Morgan. I had no loyalty to any of them. I usually made my choice based on the best bargain, the most alcohol I could get on sale.

      As long as it numbed me out so I didn’t have to feel my physical pain or relive the events that royally fucked my life, I was a satisfied customer. It was much easier to remain inebriated than to admit my failures.

      I was a coward. Many of my students had been through worse situations. I’d seen terrible things happen to the people in my own life, but I’d always been a bystander. I was the one to help pick up the pieces when disaster struck, to help others stand up and put one foot in front of the other. Now that it had struck me, I was faced with the fact that I didn’t have the strength necessary to pull myself out of the constant spiral of fear and self-loathing. I was weak. I should have been able to heal and get right back to work. Instead, every noise or shadow, every phone call from friends and family to check on me drove me deeper into hiding. I couldn’t face these people. I couldn’t even face myself.

      I dragged myself out of bed and into the shower, trying to remember when was the last time I’d actually bathed. It had been a few days. I knew that, because the last time I took a shower, I fell and gave myself a black eye when my face hit the faucet. It was a nice greenish-yellow color, now that most of the swelling was gone.

      Washing my hair was difficult, as I hadn’t gotten back full movement in my left arm. Physical therapy just plain hurt, so after three sessions I never went back, unable to muster the strength to face the pain. I hadn’t even gone to my last scheduled doctor’s appointment three days ago. What was the point? I wasn’t getting better, and it wouldn’t change anything. I couldn’t take any more bad news.

      I stepped carefully from the shower, giving the faucet a last nasty glance. I wasn’t going to give that piece of metal the satisfaction of further rearranging my face today. Hah!

      I let my mahogany curls air dry, not really giving a shit how I looked, and I dressed in the last pair of clean sweats I had. Damn. Wonder if Amazon could deliver me a whole new wardrobe? My disability check would probably cover another week’s worth of sweats and tank tops.

      Before I could actually log on to see how far my money would stretch, Mama was at the door. I could hear her cursing in Spanish, probably at the pile of garbage I hadn’t gotten around to taking downstairs to the dumpster. When I didn’t get there fast enough, she banged on the door harder.

      “Míja, you better open this damn door or I’m getting the manager.”

      I opened the door as her last words were spit out. “Mama, I’m here, okay? I’m alive. No need for this ruckus.”

      I stepped back from the door and let her in. I went to the kitchen, pissed to find there was no more Jack left in the cabinet. I figured I could probably stomach the drop of Cuervo that was left with some orange juice.

      “Míja, this place is un desastre! Dios Mío, I didn’t raise you to be no cochina.”

      I rolled my eyes at her insult and made a face at the cabinet. Not in front of Mama, no. That would earn me a slap, probably, and another string of curses. I walked back towards her and offered her a bottle of water.

      “And what the hell happened to your beautiful face?” She tried to place her hands on my cheeks and I pushed them away.

      “I’m fine, Mama. Just slipped in the shower. It’s almost healed.” I saw the tears in her eyes before I turned away and plopped on the couch.

      “Your boss called me, Señora Scott? She said you haven’t been answering her calls and she’s worried about you.”

      I shrugged my one good shoulder. “I’m not ready to talk to her yet,” I mumbled.

      It had been six weeks since I was released from the hospital. There was still about a month left of school, but I didn’t want to go back, didn’t think I could handle it. At my last doctor’s visit two weeks ago, she said that I would need to see a therapist to continue my disability. Physically, there was nothing else she could do for me, since I refused to go to physical therapy.

      Stupidly, I’d told her I couldn’t sleep without getting shitfaced. She’d warned me that alcohol was only going to lead me down a completely self-destructive path.

      “Ms. Roberts, what you’ve been through is beyond horrible, but what your life will become in an alcohol-induced stupor will be hell in the guise of a slow death.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to do anything else, though. I couldn’t handle the memories, the dreams, or the constant fear. Loud noises had me running for cover. I spent many nights hiding in my closet with my bottle. A rumbling car engine would send my pulse racing. I couldn’t even watch TV because I saw Micah’s face everywhere.

      I let my head drop back on the couch and Mama sat across from me. “Leah, my daughter, you are an incredibly strong woman. It pains me to see you giving up like this. I’ve tried to be here for you, but you refuse help from anyone. Even your primas and your tías said you won’t return their calls. They want to help, míja. What is it going to take for you to get better? I can’t stand to see you like this.”

      “Then don’t come over, Mama. I don’t know what you want from me. I just can’t…”

      Fuck. Mama’s speech brought on the waterworks I’d been trying to hold back. I screamed in frustration, further aggravating my headache.

      “I can’t just get over this and move on! I can’t use my fucking arm! I can barely drag myself out of bed—and forget going out. Going to the store scares the shit out of me, but at least I know when I return, I can just go back to sleep and the pain will be gone for a while.” I wiped furiously at my tears. “There’s nothing anyone can do to help me. I sure as hell don’t need anyone here watching me fall apart.”

      Mama wasn’t one to coddle. She took great care of me when I was growing up and never complained about being a single mom. She worked two jobs so I could take dance and gymnastics and become a cheerleader. She kept us fed and with a roof over our heads, since my father was never in the picture.

      I’d never even met the man who donated half of my DNA. He was a police officer she worked with, someone she had been very much in love with, but he was killed in the line of duty when she was eight months pregnant with me. After I was born, we moved in with her two sisters and they became our world.

      She raised me to be a self-sufficient, independent woman. To be sitting here, wallowing in my misery when she had been so strong in her life, made me feel even smaller.

      “Leah Mariana Trujillo Roberts, you listen to me right now. We are familia, míja. I know you think you are alone in this, but you are never alone as long as I am alive. I am not going to sit here and watch you do this to yourself. Your landlord called and said you didn’t pay your rent. He’s evicting you if he doesn’t get it by the end of the week. Do you have the money?”

      I shook my head. Jack, José, and the Captain had taken all of my money from disability. I probably could cover half the rent, but why? He’d still evict me. Jackass. Living paycheck to paycheck was starting to look like it wasn’t the best plan I’d ever had. I hadn’t prepared for getting shot and becoming a recluse.

      “Very well then. I am bringing Tía Carla this weekend to pack up your things and move you home with us. You’ll be sharing a room with your primas.”

      I started to object but she held up an authoritative hand. “You lost the right to argue with me when you started acting like a little girl and stopped taking care of yourself like an adult. You are going to rejoin the world, míja, whether you like it or not.”

      

      I didn’t like it. At all. I spent the rest of the week in a completely drunken state and in and out of consciousness. I finished the last of the canned goods in my apartment, which didn’t matter because I threw up most of what I ate. The neighbors had a big party the night before Mama came to get me. When they started shooting guns in the backyard, I fled to the safety of my closet and hid. I must have passed out, because that’s where Tía Carla found me.

      Carla, my mother’s oldest sister, had all of the nurturing genes in the family. She scooped me up and held me to her, whispering to me in Spanish. I barely remember anything from that day except the scent of her clothes, the smell of Fabuloso on her skin and in the air, and the feel of her hair brushing my shoulder.

      I remember it was unseasonably hot. There was a breeze coming through the windows that carried the scent of barbecue. It turned my stomach but reminded me that out there, other people were celebrating life. I was mourning a life taken from me.

      Tía Carla held me for a long time there on the floor of my closet, while Mama, Tía Mariana, and mis primas Mona y Teresa packed my clothes and deep-cleaned my apartment. The landlord came over in the middle of the day and got into a heated discussion with Mama and Mariana about me. They assured him I’d be out in a few hours, but that he would be giving me my complete deposit back, as they’d cleaned the entire place top to bottom.

      Mama knew the landlord, and she had enough dirt on him that he acquiesced.

      I barely remembered Teresa getting me dressed and walking me to her boyfriend Armando’s truck, where they’d loaded all of my stuff. In one short afternoon, my whole world had been upheaved. Again.
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      Progress

      June

      

      Mama arranged for me to see the therapist who worked with the police officers she knew. After years as a dispatcher, Mama knew most of the city, so it was no surprise she knew a good therapist. I started meeting with Janet twice a week. My doctor continued my disability through the end of the summer, since I was doing what I needed to do.

      By the end of June I’d dried up and started talking about what happened. I was still afraid of my own shadow, in despair over my loss, and in a lot of physical misery. Mama also insisted Teresa take me to physical therapy, which was just as much torture as I remembered, only this time I could take nothing stronger than ibuprofen for the aches. No more alcohol or pain pills. I was glad to be out of the fog, but it meant feeling everything that much more intensely.

      All of this was progress, I guess, and I was grateful to mi familia for their support. The worst thing was that I had no privacy and none of them understood what I was going through.

      I was able to talk to Tía Carla, but only to a point. She couldn’t accept that I had any fault in what happened on that awful day and got angry when I blamed myself. She told me I needed to let go, that it was God’s will. I couldn’t accept that. My therapist tried to get me to see that, too.

      “Leah, you had no control over what happened. You couldn’t have known⁠—”

      “But I should have been prepared for that kind of retaliation. Those boys both had ties to gangs. Micah’s brother is heavily involved. I should have taken Micah to the emergency room myself. I should have known…”

      Janet didn’t let me off the hook.

      “Blaming yourself for the shooting is like blaming yourself when a tornado knocks your house down. I don’t normally tell my clients they’re wrong to feel a certain way, but in your case, I’m going to. This is a huge block you’ve put in front of your recovery, and I want you to topple it. Once you stop blaming yourself for what happened, you’ll be able to start conditioning yourself not to react so strongly to the stimuli around you.”

      Our sessions were really hard, but I started to see the truth in what she said. I knew one way I could possibly get past my block.

      I needed to see Micah’s mother.

      Teresa agreed to take me to see her the last Sunday in June, after church. It was a stiflingly hot afternoon, no wind, and the smell of fresh-cut grass hit me when I stepped out of the car. Mrs. Wallace greeted me at the door, pulling her oxygen tank behind her and wearing a sad smile on her face.

      “Bless you, Ms. Roberts. Thank you for coming to see me.”

      She’d apparently tried to get in touch with me through Geri, but since I still wasn’t ready to talk to Geri yet, I hadn’t heard.

      “Mrs. Wallace, I’m so sorry.” I didn’t want to cry, I really didn’t. But her warm embrace broke me. I sobbed into her shoulder as she held me tight to her frail body. Marcia Wallace had been a fetching woman in her youth. She still had her great posture and waist-length hair, mostly silver now, that she wore in cornrows. Her pale skin looked better than it had the last time I saw her, and her bright blue eyes shone above high cheekbones.

      “Ms. Roberts, please come in and sit down with me. I have some things I want to give you.”

      She led me by the hand into the house, Teresa right behind me. Teresa was three years younger than me. She and Mariana were more like little sisters than cousins, since we’d lived together for most of our lives. Sharing a room with them was irritating at times, but they were really doing their best to support me. I was grateful.

      As she took my hand, I squeezed hers back and tried to express my feelings to her through a look. I think she got it.

      We sat together on a large floral couch that had seen better days. I could imagine Micah and his brothers were probably to blame. The tears almost started again at the thought of his adorable face. I looked around to see his senior portrait, which had been present at his memorial service, in a large frame resting on the mantel. Guests had written messages to him around the matting. I’d still been in the hospital and missed the service. Perhaps that’s why it was so painful to see it now.

      “I made this for you,” Mrs. Wallace said quietly. She set a very professional-looking black portfolio in front of me on the coffee table. “These were drawings from Micah’s sketchbook. I kept my favorites, but I wanted you to have these. You were such an important influence on him, on his art and his education. He loved you very much. I hope you know that.”

      I smiled at her with quivering lips. I took a deep breath to try to get control of myself. “Micah was just as much an influence on me. His spirit and sense of humor gave me the determination to bring my all to work every day. I wanted to be the teacher that he and all the kids like him deserved. I wanted so much for him.” I swallowed hard and felt my heart trying to pound its way through my rib cage. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      Mrs. Wallace sat next to me on the couch. She put her hand on my back as the tears took over. I flipped open the book and found a picture of Micah and I at his 8th grade graduation. I burst out with a laugh.

      “Hey, I was still taller than him then!”

      She smiled and chuckled. “Yeah, but he passed both of us that summer.”

      Micah was 6’5” by his sophomore year, and by his senior year he’d filled out quite a bit. He could have been a model with his charming good looks and physique. He had a perfect smile with white teeth, and hazel eyes that held an endless amount of charisma. That smile was his mother’s, along with the light dusting of freckles he had across the bridge of his nose.

      The height, the hair, and the sepia skin were from his father. I’d never met Mr. Wallace. He passed away before Micah became my student. I can only imagine he was a handsome man, based on his sons. I’d met both of Micah’s older brothers but never had them as students. Micah was much more sensitive than they were. He’d also had a great desire to lead a productive life.

      “Mrs. Scott told me you haven’t been back to Hayward Alternative, is that true? Are you going to return?”

      Hearing her speak the words made me feel even more like a coward.

      “I don’t think I can go back there. I’m not sure I can go back to teaching.” My voice barely came out above a whisper. I turned the page and saw sketches of dragons and koi that Micah had drawn during his internship. The detail was incredible. He’d even done some in colored pencil.

      “That’s a real shame, Ms. Roberts. Those kids need you,” she said in a motherly voice. “Micah would be devastated if he⁠—”

      “I just can’t,” I said, cutting her off. I couldn’t let her finish that sentence. I already knew how much I was letting my students down. I didn’t need to hear her talk about my greatest failure.

      She cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at me. “Maybe you just need a change of scenery. I think you’re going to start over someplace else, someplace you’ll feel safer. In time, you’ll be good as new. You just need to find your spark again.”

      She’d done this before, this uncanny, seer-type talk. She continued, getting more animated as she spoke.

      “See, people like you are put here by God to take care of us and teach us to be better people. The Lord put this trial in front of you, and you need to pass His test before you can find your peace, your path. Don’t neglect your prayer right now, Ms. Roberts. God will guide you.”

      I smiled at her and grasped her hand. “Thank you. You’ve been too kind to me. I’m so sorry I couldn’t save him.”

      She regarded me fondly. “I don’t understand why it was his time, either, except that God must have had a need for my boy.”

      I wondered how she could be so accepting, but then, she’d probably been living in the real world the past couple of months, not hiding in a closet with a bottle of booze. I was so ashamed of myself.

      “I’ll try to get better. If anything, I wouldn’t want to disappoint Micah.”

      She smiled and gave me one more hug before picking up the portfolio and putting it in my hands.

      “Take this with you. Use it to give you strength and eventually, show it to other kids. Show them what my baby was able to accomplish by putting his mind to it.”

      I assured her that I would take very good care of it as we stood to leave. Mrs. Wallace wheeled her tank behind her and showed us to the door.

      “I want you to come back and see me, Ms. Roberts. I want you to come back when you’ve found your path, you hear? I’ll be praying for you.”

      I waved to her as I climbed into Teresa’s car. She’d remained quiet through the entire visit but her presence had made it a little easier.

      “Thanks for going with me, Tera.”

      She smiled at me and squeezed my hand. “De nada, prima. You did good. His mama sure loves you.”

      I sank back into my seat as I belted myself in awkwardly using only my right arm. Getting out and about was feeling a little easier, but I sure wasn’t ready to drive yet.

      We stopped at the light to turn to Tía Carla’s place off H Street, and a loud rumbling engine gunned next to us. I jumped in my seat and started breathing fast. It was just a little old man in a beat-up Nova.

      I tried the tricks Janet gave me to calm myself down. This time they worked. Tera watched me nervously, probably afraid I was going to have a total freak-out in the middle of the intersection. I gave her a weak smile and said, “I’m good.”

      “You are,” she assured me. “You’re good, prima. You’re going to be great.”
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      Geographic

      July

      

      “Mama! The physical therapist gave me exercises. I’m doing them. I don’t have to go back. And Janet said I can come once a week, so please, back off a little.”

      Mama was giving me what was now our nightly lecture.

      “That’s great, míja, but you got to get you another job for next year. If you don’t want to go back to Hayward Alternative, then find something else, but you’re not going to sit around on your ass all day. You need to work.”

      Even though she was right, I growled at the indignity of having to fight with my mom like a teenager.

      “I know, Mama. Damn! I started looking last week.” I’d actually only looked at one district and was too scared to apply. I still didn’t know if I could go back to teaching. Especially around here.

      I’d finally called Geri and she took me to lunch at our neighborhood diner, Amy’s, the last week of July, so she could give me a piece of her mind.

      “Honey, I know you’re worried, but we’ll all be there to support you. I don’t want to lose you, but I need to know so I can find someone to fill your position if you aren’t coming back.”

      I swallowed hard. “I know, Geri, and I’m sorry. I just don’t think I can come back. Too many triggers. Just last night I heard a car backfire and it almost sent me back into my closet.”

      At least I could laugh about it now. Geri chuckled but didn’t seem overly amused. Before she could say anything else, I made a decision.

      “Can I take a leave for the year? I miss the kids, but when I come back, I want to be in one piece. I’m thinking of going away for a while.”

      Geri frowned. “Away? Like to stay with family?”

      I shook my head and snorted. “I think I’ve had enough family lately, thanks.” I told her about being back home with all my crazy females and how the lack of testosterone was seriously affecting my sanity.

      “I’m grateful to them for taking care of me, but I’m starting to talk back and act out like one of our students every time Mama busts out the full name, you know what I mean? ‘Leah Mariana Trujillo Roberts, you missed a whole corner of the kitchen with your mop!’ Ay! I can’t take it anymore. I need to be on my own for a bit.”

      Her frown deepened. “But I don’t want to see you lose ground. What will you do?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. I don’t have a concrete plan, but I’m looking into some things.” She didn’t seem convinced. “I promise. I’ll email you and let you know how I’m doing. I won’t disappear or fall back into my black hole.”

      She laughed. “I’m going to hold you to it, Leah.” She talked about plans she had for the coming year. It was an accreditation year, and there was a big visit she had to prepare for. That and the changeover to the new standards meant things were hopping already for the new year.

      “I’m sure going to miss you, but I do understand. I really do. Go find yourself. Do what you need to do to get well, okay?”

      We hugged outside the restaurant and I walked around the corner and down the street towards home. I’d been making myself get out and walk around the neighborhood more. It scared the shit out of me, and I kept my pepper spray handy, but I was feeling stronger.

      When I got in the house, I heard Teresa on the phone.

      “Yeah, she just walked in. Hold on…LEAHHHHH!”

      As she screamed my name, I stepped up next to her and we both cracked up, startled by the volume of her voice.

      “Oh! You’re back. Hey, it’s your friend Crystal from college.”

      A huge grin spread over my face as I took the phone from her. “Haaaaay! Crystal! What is up?”

      We both giggled and greeted each other with as many cheesy one-liners as we could come up with.

      “So what the hell have you been up to? I tried your apartment, but I could only find your landline number, and it’s disconnected. What’s going on?” she asked, and my grin slipped a little.

      “I’m, you know—I’ve been going through it a little. How about you?”

      She chuckled. “I’m fine. Same old, same old. Curtis and I are good, starting to talk about kids. It’s about time I guess. Hey, are you still working at the alternative school? How’s that going?”

      My mouth was dry all of a sudden.

      “Ah, well, I actually took a leave.”

      She was quiet. “Is everything okay, Leah? What’s wrong? What happened?”

      I blew a curl out of my face. “There was an incident this spring. I’m okay now. Well, I’m getting there, but I just can’t go back this fall. I’m looking for something else.” Another beat passed before she spoke again.

      “Sounds like more than just an incident. Honey, talk to me.”

      And with that, she got me to open up. It was the first time I’d told the entire tale from start to finish to someone other than my therapist.

      “I’ve been living with Mama and my tías for the last couple of months, and I’m ready for a change of scenery.”

      I heard her take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. “Chica, I can’t believe it. You are one tough cookie. I’m just glad you’re okay. And maybe I can help.”

      I frowned, wondering what she meant by that for only a moment before she continued.

      “I know you said you’d never want to work in a small town like Ayre Valley, but we have an English position open at our school and I thought about you first. The principal is desperate for someone who isn’t going to need a whole lot of hand-holding because he’s got three other new teachers. What do you think? Ready for a Midwestern kind of change? I know you⁠—”

      “When does school start?”
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      A Fresh Start

      August

      

      Mama was wary of me leaving, but the fact that I had a job waiting made her a little more accepting. Every day she had to have words with me.

      “As long as you aren’t completely alone. I worry about you being all the way out there if you need someone.”

      “Don’t worry, Mama. Crystal and Curtis have a converted attic above their house that’s a finished apartment. I’m going to be fine. I’ll be so busy, I won’t have time to mope.”

      I tried my best to convince her because I really didn’t see any other way out of this house—and I had to get out of this house. A 29-year-old woman living with her mother and aunties and cousins after being alone for years was just a bomb waiting to go off. Their constant criticism, even when couched in loving intentions, was like fingernails on a chalkboard.

      I’d stayed sober, finished physical therapy, and my therapist and I agreed I would continue journaling and practicing my stress-reducing techniques. I promised her I’d find a physical outlet as well.

      In our last session, she assured me that I could always call her, and she would find me a therapist local to Ayre Valley in case I needed more than a check-in.

      “Thank you, Janet. I really appreciate you. You never gave up on me, even when I wanted to give up on myself. I’m afraid of this move, but I think it’s going to be good for me. And to be honest, I can’t get any more of a change of pace than Iowa.”

      She agreed wholeheartedly and we hugged goodbye. When I walked down to Teresa’s waiting car, I felt much lighter than I had all summer. Even though it was incredibly warm outside, the air wasn’t oppressive. For the first time in a long time, I felt like the winds of change were finally pointing me in the right direction.

      I packed a few things into boxes and shipped them to Crystal’s. She was beside herself with excitement over my arrival. We’d been roommates for three years while attending Cal State East Bay, and we went through the teaching credential program together. After we finished, she and Curtis settled down in his hometown in Iowa. We’d always kept in touch. She was my closest friend outside of my family, and I couldn’t believe I’d waited so long to talk to her about what happened.

      I knew Crystal would be good for me, supportive without suffocating. And Curtis was a good guy. He’d come out to California on a baseball scholarship and liked it okay, but he was a small-town guy at heart. When professional baseball didn’t pan out for him, he took a teaching job back home. Crystal had been willing to give up the hustle and bustle of city life to have love and devotion with her soul mate.

      That’s what they had, for sure. I’d always envied her for finding true love while I’d surfed through a sea of nothing special for years. The only man I’d even thought I could be serious about ended up leaving me for one of his fellow police officers.

      Yeah, dating cops wasn’t the smartest route for a girl looking for stability, but Mama was always bringing them home, and what can I say? They look fantastic in uniform. That’s not enough for a lifetime of happiness, I know, but when you’re in your twenties you’re supposed to have fun, verdad?

      Mama and Tía Carla threw a party for me before I left, with all the Trujillo clan that lived in the area. I had so many cousins it was hard to keep them straight. They all agreed I was loca for going to Iowa.

      “Why the hell would you go all the way out there?”

      “There’s nothing there but cows and corn!”

      “How you going to find a man with nothing but gringos out there?”

      It always came back to that. I wasn’t unhappy being single, and after what I’d just been through, I didn’t have a lot to offer anyone.

      Mama took me to the airport the second week of August. Crystal’s principal hired me based on my resume, Crystal’s recommendation, and a single phone call. Geri put in a good word for me as well. She later told me she’d hire me back if I decided Iowa wasn’t my cup of tea. I thanked her profusely for her support and understanding.

      My new job required that I attend a workshop for new teachers that took place the week before school started, so I’d be jumping right in as soon as I arrived. I would be teaching high school English courses and possibly an elective. The school had a tiny population, 125 students in grades 7-12. Coming from Hayward Alternative, I was used to smaller classes, since my kids were at-risk, but now I would be teaching small classes of run-of-the-mill Iowa farm kids. I was more afraid of them than my babies I was leaving behind.

      I carried a lot of guilt over leaving. I knew the kids had other teachers they’d connect with, and the teacher taking my place was a veteran in the district who had worked at another at-risk program. I had to let it go, I knew that.

      I hated leaving Mama, too. It would be hard being apart, but in the long run, it was going to be much better for our relationship. I wanted to make her proud of me again, and I was always stronger when I wasn’t under her thumb.

      “You sure about this?” she asked as we pulled up to the curb at Oakland International Airport. She wouldn’t look at me.

      “Mama, I’ll be fine. I’ll be better than fine. There are just too many reminders here. I want a fresh start.”

      She nodded once and sat back. “Okay. If you need to come back, you know we are always here. Te amo, mi niña. Buena suerte.”

      Her voice was quiet. I knew she was sad. I hugged her hard and she let out a shuddering breath.

      “I love you too, Mama. Thank you. I wouldn’t have made it through this without you.”

      She sniffled once and then pushed me away.

      “You’ll miss your flight. You better go.”

      I smiled inwardly, knowing goodbyes were hard for her. I grabbed my suitcases and waved to her as she sped away from the curb.

      This was really happening. I was leaving California, my home of 29 years, for the Midwestern unknown. All I had there that was familiar was my best friend and her husband. And a job that was as natural to me as breathing.

      I could do this.

      

      I flew into Des Moines on a Friday afternoon and Crystal and Curtis wasted no time indoctrinating me into Iowa life. After getting me settled in my fully furnished apartment, they took me out to the town diner, where they introduced me to some of the locals. After we ate, Curtis took me on a driving tour of the area, making me learn the roads so I wouldn’t get lost out in the middle of a cornfield somewhere. Without hills and freeways to navigate with, I had a hard time learning the layout of the town.

      We went back to Des Moines the next day to buy me a car. I hadn’t owned a car for years, not since college. Hayward Alternative was walking distance from my apartment, which was walking distance from shopping and Mama’s house, so I hadn’t had a need. Ayre Valley was a good hour and a half from Des Moines, the closest metropolitan area, and I didn’t want to be a burden on Crystal and Curtis. I wanted some independence.

      My apartment was equipped with a kitchenette, so I could fend for myself, but most nights they wanted me to eat with them, since they both loved to cook and complained I’d lost too much weight.

      Yeah…Crystal really had to choke back tears when she saw me upon arrival. I’d lost about 30 pounds since the shooting—I could call it that now. My left biceps had been shot clean through, and another bullet had lodged in my left collarbone, so I didn’t have complete mobility. The muscles in my arm had atrophied, and I knew I was going to need to keep working at it. At this point I could only raise my arm to shoulder height.

      Curtis told me the school had a great gym, and that he would continue working with me. He had a Masters in Kinesiology and taught P.E. at the school, as well as coaching the football and baseball teams.

      After buying a Jeep with my summer pay and what was left from my deposit on my apartment, Crystal and I stayed overnight in Des Moines to shop and do considerable damage to my new credit card. Ayre Valley High School had a much more professional dress code than I was used to. No more jeans and t-shirts for me. I was going to have to actually wear grown-up clothes for once. She took me to some great places that made it a little less painful.

      Ayre Valley was a tiny town of just over sixteen hundred folks. The school housed both middle and high school students from the valley and surrounding towns. There had been almost as many students at the comprehensive high school I’d attended than there were in the entire city.

      The salary scale here was also lower than what I was making in California. But Crystal and Curtis refused my insistence on paying rent, in the hopes that I could build up a little nest egg, and for that I would be eternally grateful. I’d be able to cover my car payment, insurance, and other necessities with no problem. And I decided to start an automatic savings account. My goal was to never get caught with my pants down again. I now knew how quickly one could become destitute after an injury.

      I was incredibly nervous on the first day of our workshop. Crystal came upstairs to give me a hug and a pep talk that morning.

      “Principal Jessup is a great guy. Old fashioned, but great. He’s very excited to meet you and he wanted me to let you know that he’s looking forward to working with you and seeing what you can bring to the table. We have a great facility, but you’ll soon see that things are a bit behind the times here. At least I won’t be the only melanated member of the staff anymore!”

      We laughed at that. I remembered how nervous she was when she started at the school and discovered she was not only the lone Black teacher on staff, but the only Black woman in town. She hadn’t faced any outright hostility, everyone was very welcoming, but the kids took a while to warm up to her. When she finally got them talking about race, they had so many questions.

      “You’re right. Represent.”

      She fist-bumped me and we cracked up. Crystal spoke fluent Spanish; in fact, she taught Spanish at the school, as well as Social Studies.

      I loaded my things in my Jeep. I loved the rough and tumble feel of driving the Wrangler. Curtis said he’d get me snow tires, and I made sure I got the one with the hard top, as he said that would be best in the winter. It was gently used with low mileage and I’d gotten a great deal, with Curtis’s help of course.

      The drive from our place to the school only took about fifteen minutes, and the lot was mostly empty when I got there. One other woman was climbing out of her car.

      “Good morning!” I called out as I caught up to her. “Are you here for the teacher training?”

      She was super young, probably just out of college, and looked like a deer in headlights.

      “Yes! Are you? OhmygodI’msonervous. Is this your first job, too?”

      I shook my head and laughed. “This year makes eight for me, but this is my first time in Iowa. I have a feeling this is going to be a whole different experience.”

      Her huge blue eyes got even bigger. “Really? Where are you from?”

      “I’m from California. The Bay Area. My friends are teachers here, and I’m staying with them.”

      She gave me a blank look. “Oh. I’m from Leon, not too far from here. I only just finished my credential program in June. I’m so nervous.”

      Pobrecita. Her hands were shaking and she blinked repeatedly. She was going to have to toughen up with a quickness if she was going to survive this year, Iowa or not. Kids are kids, and they would eat her alive. It became clear to me what Crystal was talking about. If all of the new staff were like this, the principal really needed an experienced teacher.

      We entered the front doors of the brick school building and were greeted by a friendly-looking older man wearing a suit.

      “Good morning, ladies. Nice to see you, Ms. Lathrop,” he said, shaking hands with the young woman. “You must be Ms. Roberts. I’m Principal Jessup.”

      He held out a rough hand for me to shake, and then frowned slightly as he looked me over.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said with a smile, trying to look more confident than I actually felt. I wasn’t sure what it was about me that had him reacting like that. Whatever the cause, I felt a momentary wave of unease and worried I’d made a huge mistake.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here. If you will follow me, the others should be joining us momentarily.”

      He turned and walked briskly ahead of us. He had a purposeful stride that probably made the kids quiver in their boots. He was tall, over 6 feet, with black hair just starting to gray at the temples. He had a weathered face and, if I was to guess, he was no stranger to manual labor. His suit was plain and fairly worn. Nothing fancy.

      We followed along like minions with our heels clacking on the hard tile. I was wearing black slacks and a hot-pink three-quarter-sleeve blouse. I wasn’t ready to bare my scars to the world yet. Crystal had great style and between the two of us, we’d put together a nice little wardrobe for me. She also gave me a few of her outfits that weren’t quite her, but totally me. Just before I moved, I’d also cut my hair in a short A-line and left my curls natural.

      I presented a completely different picture than the little mouse walking next to me.

      Ms. Lathrop was wearing a pale blue floral dress. It was tea length and had lacy bits around the neckline. Quite old fashioned. She had white-blonde hair that fell just past her shoulders and gigantic blue eyes that darted back and forth. Her skin was like porcelain, completely unblemished, and she had pale pink pouty lips. You couldn’t have put two completely different-looking women together.

      That had me anxious. What if I totally stuck out here? I’d never really given much thought to my unique looks before, but I was beginning to see just how much of a challenge Crystal had faced fitting in here.

      Especially when we entered the conference room, and I got a look at the other two new teachers.

      Another waif with blonde hair dressed in lavender and cream was seated next to a wet-behind-the-ears, red-haired kid with glasses, a polo shirt, and slacks, who looked like he’d just stepped out of a J. Crew catalog.

      You couldn’t get any more white-bread.

      “Leah Roberts and Julianna Lathrop, these are your fellow new-hires, Allen Simpson and Jennifer Carter. There’s coffee and bagels in the corner if anyone needs a pick-me-up. I’ll leave the four of you to get acquainted. Mrs. Belle and Mr. Masters will be in to meet with you shortly.” He gave us a nod and closed the door.

      The four of us smiled at each other, but the looks I got were very curious. I couldn’t stand the quiet, so I spoke up.

      “Anyone else feel like making a run for it?”

      Julianna and Allen stared blankly at me. Jennifer barked out a laugh.

      “Boy, do I! I think I’m more nervous now than I was at my interview.”

      She stood up and stuck out her hand to me across the table. “It’s nice to meet you, Leah. I heard you’ve been teaching for a while. I hope you won’t mind if I pick your brain. I worked my first year at another school last year in Boone, but I’m teaching a different curriculum this year.”

      I smiled and winked at her. “I’ll help however I can. What do you teach?”

      She slumped a little in her chair. “I taught Algebra only last year, but this year I’ve got Algebra, Geometry and Algebra 2 as well.”

      I winced. “Yeah, I’m not the person you should talk to about math, but if there’s anything else I can help with, let me know.”

      She thanked me and we looked at the other two. Julianna’s eyes seriously looked like they were going to bug out. I had to snap her out of this.

      “How about you? What will you be teaching?”

      She swallowed hard. “English. And French. I think I’m mostly teaching the middle-school kids in English. This is my first job.”

      Ah. Crystal had told me they were going to offer another language this year. The district apparently won a grant from the federal government and they needed to offer more options for kids who were college-bound. This area of Iowa was underrepresented in higher education.

      Perfecto. I loved a challenge. My students were going to get the college push from me, big time.

      “I teach Science. Physical Science, Chemistry and Physics,” said Allen nervously. He was cute, in a squeaky-clean sort of way. I kind of wanted to pinch his cheeks.

      “That’s great,” I offered. “Do they have good labs here?”

      He nodded. “Yes, and with the new grant, they’re putting in brand-new equipment so we meet STEM guidelines. I’m so glad I got hired here. At my student teaching assignment, there wasn’t enough safety equipment or the capability of doing wet labs. They didn’t even have working computers.”

      He and Jennifer chitchatted about their previous schools. They were both from Iowa; Allen from the northern part of the state and Jennifer from Des Moines.

      I listened to them for a moment before I stood to see if there were any bottles of water. I felt my anxiety start to creep up on me, so before I really did make a break for it, I figured I should try to get it under control. Thankfully there were waters on the counter next to the coffee. I grabbed one, unscrewed the cap and took a big swig—just as the door opened and bumped my bad arm.

      There was a loud crack as the person on the other side of the door dropped whatever they were carrying. The sound broke me out in a cold sweat. My gaze darted for the nearest exit, my fight or flight instinct kicking into gear.

      I pushed past the rather large male blocking the doorway, desperate for fresh air. I heard my name being called but I kept going.

      Once out the front doors, I leaned over and rested my hands on my knees, trying to get my breathing under control. I counted my breaths, keeping them even, and within seconds, I got it together.

      It was dead quiet outside, not even any traffic could be heard. All I could hear was some loud insect Crystal told me was a cicada, and the pounding of my heart as my breathing slowly came down to a normal level.

      Then the door swung open behind me, hitting the back of my heel.

      “Ow!”

      “Jesus, I’m so sorry,” a deep voice said. “I just keep hitting you. Dammit.”

      I laughed without turning around, bending to rub my smarting foot. “No, I just seem to be in your way.”

      I felt a strong grip at my elbow—unfortunately it was my bad arm.

      “Ow!”

      “Shit! I did it again. What can I do?”

      I finally got a look at Dudley Do-Wrong—and almost fell on my ass.

      I was speechless. I’d never really been attracted to white guys, but damn. I cradled my left arm in my hand and looked up at him, way up, dumbfounded.

      He was not at all like anyone I’d ever found attractive before. Shaggy blond hair—a lot of it—green eyes, a crooked nose, strong jaw with full lips, and massive shoulders. This combination completely caught my attention like a vise grip. He looked helpless as he cursed at himself for this series of unfortunate events.

      “I’m okay. Inside…you just… The sound… It, um… You startled me.” I’d never been rendered speechless before, but in this case, all vocabulary was lost.

      “I’m so sorry.” He held out his hand, hesitantly. “I’m Donovan Masters. I promise not to hurt you if you shake my hand.”

      I stared at him for a long, uncomfortable moment. He chuckled softly and started to pull his hand back. I grabbed it before it was too late. I didn’t want to appear to be rude or a complete jackass.

      “Leah. Roberts. Hi.”

      We shook…and then it was as if the world fell away as we stared at each other. His hands were strong, fingers long. I felt calluses. He had light blond hair dusting the back of his fingers. He rubbed the back of my hand with his thumb, just once, but it was enough to send chills up my arm. Yet neither of us let go. Time seemed to stop as a warm breeze flowed around us like a caress.

      Mr. Masters smiled and it further took my breath away.

      Then the door swung open, this time hitting him in the back.

      “Mr. Masters? We were just— Oh!”

      Mr. Jessup was glaring at the two of us, probably irritated that I was keeping his trainer. I dropped his hand like a hot potato and stepped back, wiping my hands on my slacks.

      “He was just going in,” I said.

      Mr. Masters blinked hard and then looked at his boss. “Yeah, I was just checking on Ms. Roberts. I bumped into her⁠—”

      “We’re ready to get started inside,” Mr. Jessup said abruptly, turned on his heel and walked back inside, the door closing with a whoosh behind him.
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