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​Chapter One
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The wind outside howled like a pack of alley dogs, sweeping grit and the smell of last night’s rain through the cracked windows of South Halstead Alternative School. In this part of Chicago’s South Side, the skyline’s glass towers might as well have been a thousand miles away. The streets were a patchwork of broken concrete, graffiti murals fading under layers of soot, and neon signs that flickered like dying stars. Here, the L-train’s screech was the morning rooster, and the sirens at night sang a lullaby no one wanted to hear.

Principal Ernest Wilson sat behind a scarred oak desk that had seen more fights than PTA meetings. A man of late fifties, Wilson carried his weariness like a second overcoat. His black hair was cropped close, and a thick pair of glasses slid perpetually down the bridge of his nose. His dark suit was neat but fraying at the cuffs, a quiet testimony to years of budget cuts and personal sacrifice. Behind him, a corkboard sagged under the weight of police reports and disciplinary notices. He rubbed his temples, waiting for the knock he’d been expecting but dreading all morning.

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

“Who is it?” Wilson’s voice carried the gravel of too many sleepless nights.

“Mr. Robert, sir,” came the reply, firm but polite. “We talked on the phone about a job.”

Wilson exhaled, part relief, part disbelief. “Come on in.”

The door opened to reveal Mr. Eric Robert, a tall man in his early thirties with a calm presence that seemed to absorb the room’s tension. He wore a simple gray suit, pressed but not flashy, and carried a leather satchel slung over one shoulder. His eyes steady, clear brown took in the battered office without judgment. There was a quiet confidence about him, like someone who had stood in worse places and walked out stronger.

“Good morning, Principal Wilson,” he said, extending a hand. “How are you doing?”

“I’m great,” Wilson answered, though the word landed flat. He shook Robert’s hand, sizing him up. “I must say, I’m surprised to see you here after what I told you on the phone about the monsters you’re going to teach.”

“Maybe you’re wrong about them,” Robert said, a flicker of a smile crossing his face.

Wilson’s eyebrows rose. “I might be wrong about many things, but believe me when I say those kids are monsters. So are you here to take the job?”

“Yeah,” Robert replied without hesitation. “I’m here to take the job.”

The principal leaned back, folding his arms. “You do know that most of the students who go to this school are ex juveniles, right? Court ordered. Probation. Some barely avoided lockup.”

“Yes,” Robert said evenly. “I do.”

Wilson’s gaze sharpened. “The kids you’re going to teach have scared off twenty two teachers. Twenty two. Good people who thought they could handle it. Some of them left in tears. One left with a broken nose.”

“Kids like that just need a little bit of inspiration,” Robert said.

“Inspiration?” Wilson barked a humorless laugh. “You think that’s what they need?”

“Yes,” Robert said again, his voice steady as a metronome.

“Okay,” Wilson said, shaking his head slowly. “Let’s see how long you last.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Robert said. “I’ll be just fine.”

“I love your confidence,” Wilson muttered, grabbing the keys to his office door. “You’re still taking the job, right?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. It’s your funeral. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Follow me, let's go meet your students.”

––––––––
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THEY STEPPED INTO THE hallway, where the smell of bleach battled unsuccessfully against the reek of stale cigarettes and damp plaster. The school was a three story brick building that had once been an elementary school decades ago, back when the neighborhood had hope. Now the paint peeled like sunburned skin. The flickering fluorescent lights hummed a nervous tune. Wilson’s shoes squeaked against the cracked linoleum as they walked.

Through narrow windows, Robert caught glimpses of the world outside: alleys littered with broken bottles, a corner store with iron bars over its windows, a mural of a smiling child half covered by gang tags. Chicago, but not the Chicago tourists knew. This was the city’s forgotten heart, where kids carried scars deeper than their years.

As they walked, Wilson offered a gruff tour. “We serve about a hundred students, ages fourteen to eighteen. Most of them bounced from other schools for fighting, dealing, or worse. We get the kids nobody else wants. Our funding’s a joke. Teachers quit faster than we can hire. Cops swing by twice a day, sometimes three. And if you hear the fire alarm, assume it’s not a drill. Last month someone set the boys’ bathroom on fire.”

Robert listened quietly, his face unreadable.

Wilson glanced at him. “So what’s your story, Mr. Robert? Are you some kind of savior? Fresh out of grad school, looking to ‘make a difference’ before you run back to the suburbs?”

“I grew up in places like this,” Robert said. “Not Chicago, but close enough. I know what it’s like.”

Wilson snorted. “Knowing what it’s like and teaching here are two different things.”

“Maybe,” Robert said. “But I believe people can change.”

Wilson muttered something under his breath and kept walking.

––––––––
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THEY STOPPED OUTSIDE a door marked Room 3B. The muffled sound of voices shouting, laughing, the thump of music from a contraband speaker leaked into the hallway. Wilson unlocked the door and pushed it open.

––––––––
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WILSON OPENED THE DOOR.

The classroom looked like a block party in miniature. Desks had been shoved aside to make room for a circle of students dancing to a thumping hip hop track. A Bluetooth speaker blinked blue on the windowsill. A few kids were clapping and stomping, others snapping cell phone videos. Someone had drawn a crown in chalk across the blackboard and written EXTREME in big jagged letters.

“Ummm... attention students,” Wilson said, raising his voice above the beat. “Please meet your new teacher, Mr. Eric Robert.”

No one turned. The music swallowed his words.

Wilson’s jaw tightened. “Off the music and give me your attention before I personally confiscate that speaker.”

The bass cut off mid beat. Groans and a few half hearted boos followed. One by one, the teens drifted toward their desks, still swaying to a rhythm only they could hear.

“This,” Wilson announced, “is Mr. Eric Robert. He’s your new  teacher. You will give him the same respect you give me.” His eyes swept the room, daring them to challenge the statement. “When I call your name, stand and greet him.”

A girl with electric blue braids slouched in the back. “Nobody asked you to run down to the teacher's store and pick us a new one,” she said, voice dripping sarcasm.

“Keisha Johnson,” Wilson replied sharply. “One more comment like that and you’ll be helping the custodian scrub floors.”

Keisha’s eyes sparkled with mischief but she leaned back, silent.

A tall boy with a mop of dark curls raised his chin. “How many times I gotta tell you? My name isn’t Samuel Adams. It’s Phoenix.”

“Tell that story to your mama,” Wilson said dryly. 

––––––––
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A QUIET VOICE CAME from the second row. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Robert,” said Isabel Morris, a slim girl in a faded denim jacket. Her hazel eyes were steady and kind.

“Same here,” Robert replied.

Wilson frowned. “Don’t start tossing your teenage charm at your teacher.”

Isabel shot him a withering look. “Mind your business, Principal.”

Before Wilson could retort, a tall, elegant girl with braids neatly pinned spoke up. “It’s nice meeting you, Mr. Robert. I hope we get along well.” Eleanora Brooks spoke with a calm dignity that contrasted with the room’s chaos.

From the corner, a boy in a black hoodie leaned forward, eyes dark as midnight. “You can call me Nightmares,” he said. “Because I’m everyone’s worst one.”

“Sit your dramatic self back down, Henry Reeves,” Wilson said.

A girl with round glasses and a stubborn set to her jaw crossed her arms. “Nobody asked for a new teacher anyway,” said Ruth Thompson.

“Tell that to your mama,” Wilson replied, waving her off. “I’m not here for complaints.”

Near the window, a lanky boy yawned loudly. “Thanks for making the class boring again,” said Amos Benson, his sneakers propped on the radiator.

From the doorway’s shadow, another boy spoke, his voice low but edged with steel. “Name’s Sparta,” he said. “Stay out of my business and we won’t have trouble. Interfere, and you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

Wilson’s gaze hardened. “Jeremiah Collins,” he said, calling him by his official name. “Enjoy your class. And don’t call me if there’s any trouble,” he added to Robert. “Your circus, your monkeys.” With that, he turned on his heel and left.

––––––––

[image: ]


THE DOOR CLICKED SHUT, and a hush settled for a heartbeat. Then the speaker lit up again boom! and the music roared back to life. Several students jumped to their feet, spinning and clapping.

Robert didn’t shout. He set his satchel on the teacher’s desk and leaned against it, arms folded loosely.

“My name is Eric Robert,” he said, voice calm but clear. “And I’m your new teacher.”

“Cool story, dude,” Phoenix said, flopping into his chair. “We are busy.”

A few snickers circled the room. Someone called, “Turn it up!” and the bass climbed higher.

Robert waited. The music throbbed like a heartbeat against the windows.

He studied them while he waited for each portrait of resilience in rough paint.

Keisha, the blue braided firecracker, kept her arms crossed, chin tilted, daring anyone to challenge her. Her sneakers were scuffed but spotless, as if she fought the world but never her own pride.

Phoenix, with his restless energy and sly grin, tapped a rhythm on the desk, a drummer looking for a band.

Isabel, polite but wary, thumbed the edge of a notebook filled with tiny sketches of birds and city skylines.

Eleanora, poised and self possessed, sat perfectly straight, eyes alert.

Henry “Nightmares,” broad shouldered and pale, had the distant gaze of someone who’d learned early not to trust daylight.

Ruth, glasses sliding down her nose, scribbled in a spiral notebook, every line drawn hard enough to tear the paper.

Amos, tall and loose limbed, looked like he might fall asleep mid song but never missed a beat of the music.

Jeremiah “Sparta,” wiry and watchful, leaned back in his chair with arms crossed, a quiet storm waiting for a reason.

––––––––
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THEY WERE A PATCHWORK of stories, court dates, broken homes, scars you could see and scars you couldn’t. But they were here. That mattered.

***
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THE HALLWAY OF SOUTH Halstead Alternative School trembled with the distant rattle of the L-train as Eric Robert pushed open the heavy door to Room 3B. Morning light leaked through grime streaked windows, falling across desks that bore carved initials and scrawled graffiti like battle scars.

Inside, the students were already gathered in their own orbit.

Keisha and Ruth sat on top of a table near the back, laughing over something on a cracked phone screen. Phoenix, still insisting everyone call him by that name instead of Samuel leaned against the radiator, drumming a beat with two pencils. Jeremiah, who demanded to be known as Sparta, lounged in a chair tipped dangerously on its back legs, eyes half hidden beneath a black hood. Amos stretched across two desks as though he owned them, while Henry nicknamed “Nightmares” sat silently, dark eyes watching everything.

They were a wall of chatter and laughter, the sound bouncing off peeling paint and buzzing fluorescent lights.

Eric set his satchel on the teacher’s desk and took a breath that smelled of old plaster and damp coats. Start again, he told himself. Different day, different approach.

“Good morning, everyone,” he said, keeping his tone steady. “We might have gotten off on the wrong foot, but I think things will be easier for all of us if we work together in harmony.”

The room barely stirred until Eleanora tall, poised, her braids wrapped like a crown lifted a single eyebrow. “The last time I worked with someone,” she said coolly, “it landed me in juvenile detention. So no thanks on the ‘teamwork.’”
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